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Prologue 


Carlos Aguilar sat atop an Arizonan hill beneath a dead oak tree 
overlooking a once green valley now choked with red flora. His 
attention was on a brown oak leaf wedged between the fleshy branches 
of an alien plant. The leaf fluttered in the breeze whimpering like a 
dying animal. 

Taking a deep breath, he gazed out over the red landscape. The 
late afternoon’s sun turned the canopy of cloud a golden hue. Scattered 
beams of light burst through and the distant desert blazed with a scarlet 
radiance. 

He listened and heard the dirge of Gaia, that ancient goddess of 
Nature, in the sound of dry leaves as they trembled in the breeze and fell 
gently to the crimson earth. A shudder moved through him and escaped 
his lips as a silent cry and he wept with Her. 

Carlos wiped his eyes and gathered dry leaves and sticks for a 
fire. 

After eating, Carlos nodded and slept. And sleeping he 
dreamed: 

The boy sat with his back to the tree. On the other side of the 
fire sat his friend, Jon, smoking an old wooden pipe. The sweet aroma 
of tobacco tickled the boy’s nose. 

Exhaling a cloud of smoke Jon said, “Let me tell you a story. 
This story is one of horrifying tragedy and fleeting triumph. It begins 
as it ends, with a dream...” 
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“No One Would Have Believed...” 








Chapter Une 


The Fallen Petal 


A murder of crows croak in fear while panicked jackrabbits and antelopes 
fiee across the desert, following flocks of terrified birds. A freezing wind 
blows smoke and ash across the face of the sun as the sky turns dark. Plants 
shrivel and die. A red weed spreads like wildfire and the desert becomes 
cloaked in scarlet. 

A man walks across the red desert toward a small, moss-covered 
hill while strange green lights follow in the scorched sky above. Ebony 
tentacles, dripping with slime, writhe at the edge of vision. Fleshy beaks 
slobber beneath a trinity of black luminous orbs; soulless eyes that coolly 
regard the man with fathomless hunger. 

The man stopped. There was something on the hill that he did not 
want to sze. 


The cobwebs of the dream clung to my mind as I glanced 
up, my attention caught by a now dried rose on the desk, a souvenir 
from Nora and my recent wedding anniversary. Our eighteenth. As 
I watched, a single petal broke off and fell, as if in slow motion, and 
came to rest on a stack of sketches carelessly spread upon the desktop. 
Something about the stark red of the dead petal as it lay on the bone 
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white paper caused the dread lingering in my mind to blossom into 
irrational terror. 

“Oh, here you are.” 

I jumped. Nora stood at the door of the studio. 

“Didn't you hear me calling?” 

“Whats Nox l. 

“You okay? You look like you've seen a ghost.” 

“I... I must have dozed off.” I rubbed my eyes and looked 
up at my wife. “Have you ever had a dream that seemed so real that 
you didn’t know you were dreaming?” 

“No. At least I don’t think so. Honey, what’s wrong?” Her 
green eyes filled with worry and she walked over and stroked my 
hair. 

“And when you woke up,” I continued, “how do you know if 
youre really awake?” 

She just stared at me. 

“Nora, how do I know that I’m not dreaming now?” 

She crinkled her nose, “Ah! You're just being silly. Come. I 
want to show you what I bought.” 

“Tl come in a minute.” As she turned to leave a terrible 
feeling of dread and foreboding filled my heart. 

“Nora, wait.” I rose and kissed her passionately then held her 
in my arms and gazed into her eyes. “I love you. Since the moment 
I first saw you I’ve loved you. I'll love you forever.” 

“Well, well, Mr. Crowe.” She stepped back and looked at 
me, her cheeks blushing with surprise and arousal. “Maybe Tll show 
you somethin’ else too.” She walked to the door, turned and flashed 
me the smile that had made me hers long ago, blew a kiss and was 
gone. 

I turned my gaze back to the fallen petal. What's wrong with 
me? Nora's footsteps receded into the evening, the porch door opened 
and shut and I was alone. 

‘The lights flickered, went out and the floor began to shake. 
Earthquake! It seemed as if a great hand grabbed the studio and 
tried to rip it out of its foundation. I leaped for the open door just as 
the roof collapsed barely managing to roll clear. Debris battered my 
back and shards of glass cut my hands. With my last bit of strength 
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I managed to push myself up, but as I rose, a great howling wind 
blasted me, knocking me again to the ground. I curled up, covered 
my head and stayed on the ground for a long time. 

Thinking that the worst was over I staggered, choking, 
bloodied and hurt, toward the burning wreck that had been my 
home. Smoke stung my eyes. 

Hurting my fingers, I dug through the ruins of my house, 
screaming my wife’s name. ‘The fire was spreading too fast, too hot. 
A plume of flame sent me reeling. I covered my face with my arm 
and tried to duck under the flames when the gas main blew and 
I was thrown. An impenetrable wall of heat stopped any further 
attempt to rescue my Nora and a shudder tore through me. I fell to 
my knees and screamed until my throat burned and my voice was a 
hoarse whimper. _ 

Sirens and car alarms blared through the burning Santa 
Monica hills and echoed through the city below. Fierce aftershocks 
rocked the earth. The city shook, cracked, and heaved. Fire belched 
smoke and dust, choking the burning sky. The howling of confused 
and frightened dogs joined with the many human cries of pain and 
horror that filled the night. 

A terrible screech pierced the air drowning out all the other 
noises. I watched as downtown Los Angeles erupted into an inferno. 
A thick ghostly tower of light seemed to flicker in the smoke, as it 
lanced down from heaven and smote the city. The wind wailed like 
a tortured animal. 

I got to my feet and leaned weakly against a tree in shock, as 
flames consumed my world. My stomach lurched when something 
beyond comprehension broke through the smoke above the city. 

An inconceivably huge, black object descended slowly from 
the sky. Flames reflected death in its metal shell and my mind broke. 
A voice in my head screamed: Not real. Not this. Too big. Impossible. 
Judgment Day! Apocalypse! 

White-hot terror seared through me, so complete, so 
consuming that my personality evaporated and something ancient 
and feral awoke. I ran howling into the night. 
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I don’t remember how long I ran, or how I knew to hide, as 
hundreds of malevolent green lights vomited forth from out of the 
monstrous thing. Fire, smoke and death following in their train. 


I was walking naked across the desert. ‘the hot ground burned 
my feet. I was following what had once been a highway long ago, now a 
debris covered track. 

The sky darkened. Angry clouds hid the sun and the desert became 
cold. A red moss spread out before me covering the dry dirt. Scarlet cactus- 
like plants sprung up all around me and yet I walked on. 

An object in the distance grew more distinct with each step. It 
glittered in the fading sunlight as it stood waiting for me. 

Closer now, I saw three metal legs braced stilt-like beneath the 
metal body. Within that metal shell I could feel the cold thought of a living 
thing. 

A living thing that seemed more machine than even its glistening 
mount. 

The machine towered above me. A powerful wind blasted against 
me as the front of the machine slowly opened. Out of the shadow three black 
inhuman eyes glittered. 


I sat up drenched in freezing sweat. My mind was blank and 
the dream quickly slipped into forgetfulness. 

How I survived those first few days I cannot remember. How 
the aliens overlooked me in their hunting raids, P’ll never know. 

Occasionally, I would see the flying machines, always grouped 
in threes, floating serenely over the gutted and smoking buildings in 
the hazy distance. 

At times, I would hear an unearthly siren-like howl echo 
across the dead city answered by similar howls and I quaked in 
terror. 


It was the twelfth year of the 21* century on a crisp December 
night when the asteroid slammed into Long Beach. The shock wave 
triggered massive earthquakes, firestorms, tsunamis and hurricane 
winds. ‘The asteroid was only one of hundreds that struck the 
Earth that terrible night. Slammed into an unwary world by minds 
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incomprehensible in their complexity and terrifying in their utter 
lack of pity. 

The invaders had quickly constructed a fortress using the 
immense ovoid ship as the central structure about five miles southwest 
of what used to be downtown Los Angeles. The ruins of the once 
great city lay black and smoldering at its feet. 

The dark citadel reached nearly half a mile into the bleak sky. 
Around it grew factories that suckled leech-like on the body of the 
earth drawing up minerals and metals for the manufacture of yet 
more machines, while sickly green smoke billowed into the already 
filthy air. 

The hundreds of small asteroids the aliens dropped that 
solstice night had devastated the earth and had kicked dirt, ash and 
smoke into the atmosphere, turning the day into a perpetual twilight 
and the nights black and starless. Other than the scattered fires of 
the still burning hillsides and ruined buildings, the only lights came 
from the pale golden-green luminescence of the alien citadel, and the 
machines that patrolled the desolate landscape. 

I wandered through the ruins of West Los Angeles. Wild 
fires blazed unchecked through the surrounding mountains. ‘The 
odor of smoke and of the dead seared my nostrils and stung my eyes. 
I covered my mouth with a rag, and, from the ruins of a garage 
workshop, stole machinist goggles. 

I was conscious yet unable to think linearly, and I remember 
feeling dim astonishment as my body responded directly to stimuli 
without the barrier of interpretation. I existed as sensation. My only 
desire was for food, water and a warm place to hide and rest. 

I broke into stores and homes I found still standing. Scavengers 
had plundered some, but many were undisturbed as if the occupants 
had simply left to run some mundane errand and never returned. 

A found backpack was soon filled with biscuits and other 
dried goods. ‘The animal I had become was able to use the stored 
knowledge of my human brain to its advantage. 

Occasionally I would see other people drifting wraith-like 
through the ash-covered ruins. I didn’t seek them out. 

In the twilight of the sixth day, I chanced upon a woman 
sitting on a curb. Ragged, filthy clothes revealed torn and bruised 
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flesh. Black dirt caked bleeding feet. She rocked back and forth 


humming a desperate melody. I knelt near her and saw that she 
cradled the broken body of a child in her arms. 

She couldn’t hear my soft call. I sat next to her for a long 
while and wept. 


Days later, I came upon a pack of coyotes rooting through 
a tangle of rotting corpses searching for choice morsels of meat. 
I watched for a while until the pack noticed, and thinking me a 
competitor, began to growl their unwillingness to share. Like a 
shadow I moved away from them, the sound of my breath in my ears 
drowning out the fading snarls. At last I heard their triumphant 
yips and howls. 


I awoke one day to the sound of singing. Looking out of a 
shattered window I saw a young man picking his way through the 
debris and bodies. He wore a colorful knit hat over which a large pair 
of headphones sat covering his ears. In his hand he held an Ipod. 

I watched until he passed around a corner and his voice slowly 
faded away. 


In the distance, muted sounds of explosions and automatic 
gunfire would sometimes shatter the stillness. One night a terrific 
firefight erupted a few miles away. I watched the strobing flashes, 
like malevolent fireworks, while I huddled behind the broken glass 
of a second story window holding my ears against the thunderous 
booms. 

Hundreds of pale, green lights filled the sky and converged 
on the site of the battle. Ghostly beams flickered and spouts of flame 
lashed upward caressing the night. The deafening blasts and gunfire 
lasted hours. 

‘The next day I continued my directionless wandering. All 
was still and silent and a cold morning mist chilled my bones. The 
only evidence of the previous night’s battle was the oily smoke rising 
into the sky beyond the hills. 

The lack of sunlight along with the chilled air was killing 
many of the green plants. A strange red weed spread thick and wild 
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in their place. In the gloom of night the weed emitted a dim purple 
radiance. 

Curious mushrooms, in tones of red and violet, the size of 
basketballs popped up everywhere decaying organic material was 
present. I also noticed scarlet, creeping vines beginning to snake 
their way up trees and buildings. 


Two days later I crested a hill and stopped cold. The landscape 
before me looked as though it had been covered by a black snowstorm. 
‘The red weed abruptly stopped at the boundary of the black snow 
and the hum of millions of buzzing insects filled my ears. The breeze 
shifted and the stench of rot hit me full in the face and I staggered 
choking. 

‘The sickly sweet stink of putrefying flesh hung like a heavy 
curtain over the odors of smoke and diesel fuel. Littering the earth 
were the still smoking remains of tanks, gun batteries and armored 
vehicles coated with black powder. I had stumbled upon the site of 
the great battle. 

The charred bodies of the dead were scattered amongst the 
burned trucks and armored assault vehicles. Thousands of dead 
soldiers; many were hanging limply out of their battle machines 
and more were strewn about the ground buried beneath the black 
powder. 

Many of the corpses were burnt, cooked instantly by the alien 
weapons. While others were contorted as though the last moments 
of life were a suffocating, writhing agony. I realized then that the 
black powder must be some kind of poison. 

I was about to turn away when a sudden fear gripped me. 
Something was moving in the distance. 

About a half-mile away, just beyond the battlefield, three 
giant shapes were striding casually over the dead earth, as if on a 
Sunday afternoon stroll. Hundreds of crows, gulls and carrion birds 
scattered before them, then settled in their wake. 

I couldn't see clearly through the haze of polluted air, but I 
could make out hulking oval bodies supported by three tall, willowy 
legs. Their strange movements made them appear almost weightless 
and oddly graceful. But something was wrong. 
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They walked, but not like anything I had ever seen before. 
The wrongness of their movements made my stomach clench and I 
nearly vomited. I wanted to tear my eyes away from the blasphemous 
sight, but I dared not. 

When confronted with something new and unfamiliar the 
mind leaps immediately to comparisons. Something was like this or 
it moved like that, we say to ourselves. But these three-legged giants 
defied comparison. They didn’t move like anything terrestrial. I 
had once seen a dog that had lost a rear leg. It had compensated so 
well that it could run and jump almost as if it had all four legs. The 
movements of the tri-peds were nothing like this. My mind could 
not grasp them, could not categorize them and so tried to reject them 
outright. 

Then suddenly they stopped and I froze fearing even to blink 
my eyes. Had they seen me? One of them tilted forward. A slender 
tentacle uncoiled, extended to the ground and picked up an object. 
It was held up to the ebony visor for several minutes and was then 
nonchalantly discarded. The three giants continued their patrol and 
soon disappeared behind a line of charred hills. 

I was covered in cold sweat and I shivered violently. Taking 


a deep breath, I turned and fled the blackened fields of the dead. 


The following day found me walking down what had once 
been a busy urban street near Westwood. Many of the buildings 
had collapsed in the aftershocks or had been burned by the invader’s 
weapons. ‘The street was choked with ruined cars and the corpses 
of their owners rotted within. The red weed grew in thick patches 
amidst the rubble. I startled as a flock of pigeons exploded into 
flight. 

Entire neighborhoods were covered with the black powder 
and I guessed these were sites where the invaders had met with 
resistance. There were police and urban assault vehicles thrown about 
as if by an enormous, angry child. Some were cut in pieces, melted by 
the powerful lasers. Others were trampled, twisted or covered with 
the black powder. I detoured to avoid touching the toxic residue. 

A man’s body lay on the cracked sidewalk. Blood, now dry, 
had pooled around his crushed head. His eyeless sockets stared into 
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the abyss and his tongue-less mouth screamed silently. Near his 
outstretched hand lay a wallet. In it were five neatly folded crisp 
twenty-dollar bills. Several photos fanned out. I stared at the image 
of the slain man and a pretty blonde woman, his wife, I guessed. 


“Smile!” 

“Wha...2” 

The camera clicked. The red headed woman smiled at me. “You’re 
an American aren't you?” 

“Yes. Are you going to hold that against me?” 

She knitted her eyebrows, her green eyes glinted playfully, “It 
depends.” She flashed a smile that turned my knees to water. Her eyes fell 
on my sketchbook, “What're you drawing?” 

Thanded the book to her. “That's the couple I was just photographing!” 
she said. “Wait a moment. Who's that now?” 

I blushed. She had turned to the sketch I had made of her a few 
moments earlier, while she had snapped photos of the couple sitting on the 
bench. Another page revealed several more. 

“So, you wouldn't be followin’ me now, hmm?” 

“Well, no, but...” I stammered. 

She laughed. “I’m Nora. Y’want to get some coffee?” 

I smiled, put my charcoal away and took her offered hand. 


I shook my head. ‘That afternoon in Paris was over twenty 
years ago: a lost memory of a world that had passed away. I searched 
the dead man and found a lighter and a pack of cigarettes, which I 
pocketed, then stepped over the corpse and, without looking back, 
Iran. Reckless. 

It felt good to run. My body exulted in movement. I was 
heading east for no better reason than it was simply the direction 
I was facing. The animal brain knew not to stay in one place too 
long. 

Sundown brought near absolute blackness. ‘The soft glow of 
the alien weed cast weird shadows and the green lights that bobbed 
slowly in the night sent tremors of nearly uncontrollable fear through 
my body. Later I smoked one of the cigarettes. The tobacco calmed 
my tortured nerves. 
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Gunshots rang out near my hiding place one night. I roused 
and headed away from where I thought the blasts had come. It 
was nearly pitch black, but I stumbled on, and then tripped over 
something. I sparked the lighter and saw a body of a man leaning 
against a brick wall. His legs stretched across the sidewalk. The dim 
light of the lighter glistened in something wet on the man’s face and 
chest. Looking closer I saw several bullet holes. Blood oozed slowly 
out of his many wounds. I swore as the lighter burned my fingers 
and I was in darkness again. 

I wandered all that night until the sun had risen and a faint 
radiance penetrated the overcast sky returning the world to the dull 
gray of morning. 

Later that day, I came upon a body swinging lazily from rope 
strung over a streetlight. Flies buzzed and a startled crow cursed 
at me then continued pecking at the eyes. I wondered how long it 
would take until the body rotted enough to fall. 


Several days later, I came across the site of another battle. At 
first, I didn’t understand what I was looking at. Then my perception 
arranged itself and I understood. 

Dead bodies of soldiers covered with more of the alien’s black 
toxic powder were scattered before me. I reached for a dropped rifle, 
but realized that it, too, was covered in the deadly powder. Walking 
around the bodies, I passed a military convoy truck that had smashed 
into a storefront. More bodies were sprawled on the ground. 


She wiped the sweat from my brow. “You're workin’ too hard, 
love. Come, let’s take a hot bath together.” 

I looked up at my wife and smiled. 

“You always know the right thing to say, but I can’t. I've got to 
finish this. Deadline, you know.” 

She knelt and kissed my cheek while her hand reached beneath my 
desk. 


“Oh! Well, maybe I could finish later. I pulled her to me and kissed 
her on the mouth. 
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I awoke, her scent lingered in my nostrils. I smiled, filled 
with contentedness, then I remembered. My hands were shaking as 
I lit another cigarette. 


The whole city was beginning to reek with the stench of 
rotting flesh. I had passed countless corpses, some charred; victims 
of the invader’s lasers, many more grotesquely contorted; evidence 
of the agonizing death by the black powder. Most had been killed 
during the initial assault. The bodies that filled me with the most fear, 
however, were those that had died at the hands of other humans. 

The nights became filled, not only with the yipping of coyotes 
and feral dogs, but also, by the sounds of gunshots and the helpless 
cries and curses of victims. 

I was a tiny moving thing in a gray world of ash and decay. 
Terror had become a constant companion. Peeking around corners | 
would listen for any sound, watch for any movement. Satisfied that 
nothing dangerous was near I would dash for the shadows of the next 
building. Thus I spent countless days. 


Turning her gently. We danced under a full Paris moon. Intoxicated 
with the flush of new love. ‘The touch of her skin was like opium, addictive. 
The taste of her sex was as pure and sweet as sacred Ambrosia. 

“What's it like in America?” she had asked once, as we lay exhausted 
in the hotel bed. Sweat glistened on her stomach and I, not yet spent, was 
absently tracing her erect nipple with my finger. 

I smiled. ‘America is a contradiction. Some of the finest things in 
this world have come from there, as well as some of the worst. I sometimes 
feel that the best of America is long behind us. But, if you can separate the 
politics and get to know the people, America is still the land of hope. I want 
to take you there sometime. I want to show you the farm where I grew up. 
I want to show you the forests and the deserts and the mountains.” I leaned 
over and softly pulled her nipple with my lips. “Tell me about your home, 

my love,” I said as I lay my head on her breast. 

‘I love my Ireland,” she said as she stroked my hair. “Her beauty 
cuts through you like a knife and the sadness is so deep there that sometimes I 
weep. We've suffered so much through the long years and have lost so much. 
But we've never given up our love of life. We've never lost our joy. 
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‘As much as I want to see the world, to see your country, Treland is 
the land I would wish to grow old and spend my twilight years.” 

I was moved deeply by her words and I kissed her gently. She 
returned my kiss with passion and climbed on top of me, and as she guided 
me inside her she whispered, “I want so much to show you my home.” 


I was awakened by the popping of nearby automatic weapons 
and the booming of cannons. I peered out from the window of the 
house that I had been squatting in for the past few days. Beyond a 
row of buildings, a fountain of fire lit up the sky. An ear splitting 
screech brought my hands to my ears then there was a great explosion. 
A spout of flame glowed against the metal body of one of the alien 
giants. Then I saw another one emerging lazily through the smoke, 
looming over a row of houses as it made its way toward the fray. 
Again the screech and another plume of fire leapt up into the sky 
revealing a third alien just behind the second. 

Then nothing. There were no more gunshots and the cannons 
were mute. The reflected light of the inferno blazed in the armor of 
the alien fighting machines, as they stood frozen, waiting. It seemed 
as if an eternity passed, and then abruptly, they turned moving 
silently away like gigantic ghosts fading into the gloom. 

Silence. 

I waited. After what felt like thirty minutes, 1 made my 
decision. I crept out of the building and made my way across the 
street. Two blocks away I came across the slaughter. The stench of 
cooked flesh burned my nostrils. This had been no more a battle than 
if monkeys had attacked a passing tank with sticks. 

The air was filled with inky smoke rising from melted debris 
obscuring much of the massacre. Two assault vehicles were smashed. 
Blazing fires kept me back. 

Then my heart leapt. There was no sign of the alien’s black 
powder. I frantically cast about for any fallen guns. 

The torso of a soldier was wedged beneath a crushed jeep 
and by his bloodied fingers was a pistol. I searched the body for 
ammunition and found six clips and thrust them into my pockets. 
Before I could continue my search, the wail of an alien siren sounded. 
I ran. 
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A block away I ducked behind a van. I watched the lights 
of three flying machines descend upon the battle site. Searching for 
survivors I guessed. I slipped down an alley and made my way back 
to the house and gathered my gear. 

Now that I had a weapon, I felt more confident as I crept 
from one hiding place to another. I was still the terrified animal, 
but now I had teeth. 


Along Santa Monica Boulevard I passed underneath the 
shadow of several high rise apartment buildings. Two had half 
crumbled to the ground and more smoked with many fires. One tower 
across the cracked and littered street looked relatively unharmed. I 
decided to take high ground to survey the ruins of my city. 

Stepping over the many dead, I crossed the shattered 
boulevard and gained entry. Stealthily, with gun drawn, I made my 
way up the many flights until I came to a roof access door. It was 
locked but after a couple of tries I was able to kick it open. 

‘The view that awaited me stunned my already shattered mind. 
Coughing and with my eyes watering, I beheld a tortured landscape 
where rock, metal and asphalt lay as if vomited from the belly of 
a great beast. Fire and smoke belched from the many buildings 
lighting the desolation with an eerie, bloodied incandescence. 

Whole blocks had been reduced to smoldering rubble. 
Countless cars, SUVs and trucks, like broken, discarded toys, were 
smashed and strewn haphazardly along the 10 Freeway. Countless 
more choked the dead roads and streets. Homes where lives had once 
been lived, burned dully with ash and cinder in the dim half-light 
of the day. 

Downtown Los Angeles itself was a vast smoking crater. A 
noxious smoke spread in a measureless roof over the world of the dead 
and damned. All had been destroyed. 

Beyond that, the distant light of the alien citadel loomed. 

To the south, towering over the scorched rooftops, about thirty 
alien machines stalked up and down the broken streets. Vaporous 
foam frothed about their legs. I realized that they were systematically 
dousing the streets with their poison. Exterminating anything that 
they hadn’t already captured or killed. 
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The ebony foam never rose higher than a few stories, and 
quickly degraded to a powder that settled on the ground. I stayed on 
the rooftop for two days watching as the aliens moved up and down 
the streets, until rain forced me into shelter. With the rain the aliens 
stopped spreading the poison and strode toward the south. 

The rain lasted until the following morning. I watched 
throughout that day and into the next, but the aliens didn’t resume 
the extermination. Feeling the urge to move on, I abandoned the 
tower and continued wandering. 


After meandering for another day, I found a very large building 
that was, for the most part, intact. The entrance had collapsed and 
was slowly being overgrown with the red weed. A wrecked helicopter 
had demolished a good portion of the west end and there I found an 
opening. I pushed aside some fallen bricks and crawled in. 

As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I was shocked to find 
halls filled with works of art. The building had been an art museum. 
I pulled a scavenged flashlight out of my pack. Shards of smashed 
sculptures crunched under my feet as I made my way down the 
cluttered hallway. After a few moments, I realized that I knew these 
paintings. I remembered coming here before in another life. I shone 
my small light on each painting. Many were undamaged. A Picasso 
delighted me so much that I laughed until tears filled my eyes. A 
Blake print caught my attention. I gazed entranced. It shown with 
an inner radiance and something stirred in my breast. 


We had spent the summer after our wedding with her family in 
southern Ireland an hours drive outside of the old Viking city of Waterford. 
Near summer's end Nora had received a job offer in Los Angeles and we 
moved into a small apartment a block from the ocean at Venice Beach. 

Mornings found us eating croissants and drinking hot coffee at the 
Rose Café. Walks along the boardwalk listening to the turbaned Harry 
Perry play his battery-powered guitar filled our afternoons. Our world 
was an enchanted dream. She pursued a career in photography, while I 
enjoyed success as an illustrator. 

On our first visit to the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Nora 
had been captivated by a luminous print by the great English poet-mystic 


Rep EARTH 15 


William Blake. I bought a poster of the print in the museum store, had it 
framed and it had become part of our home ever since. 


“Nora,” a cry began to rise in my throat. 

I staggered back, held my head then ran blindly. I stumbled, 
fell down a short flight of steps and had my wind knocked out by 
a closed door. Catching my breath, I turned the knob. The door 
opened into a large storage room filled with canvases, paints, brushes, 
solvents, workbenches and easels. 

I remembered that I used to paint, that my work had hung in 
many small gallery exhibits. With shaking hands, I gathered what 
I needed. I cleared out an area in front of the Blake, and set up an 
easel and, by the light of dozens of emergency candles I had collected, 
began painting. 

I painted straight through that night and the next day. Canvas 
after canvas. Stopping only long enough to light more candles. My 
last real memory was tossing the empty pack of cigarettes to the 
ground. I painted, ignoring my hunger. Ignoring my thirst. I 
painted until all I saw was black and I remembered no more. 


I was ten again and running through my grandfather's cornfield. 
Our farm was so beautiful. Joy, pure and complete possessed me. I laughed 
clean and high. 

Breaking through the last row of corn into the yard, I stopped 
feeling confused. Something terrible had happened. ‘The old barn where 
I used to build fortresses out of hay bails had burned to the ground. A 
strange red plant was quickly covering the ashes. ‘The grain silo, home 
to the grouchy old barn owl that both fascinated and frightened me, had 
fallen to the earth. 

I ran crying for my Gramma and Grampa, but I heard only the 
wind and the distant malignant croaking of crows. ‘The house had collapsed 
into rubble, its supporting walls knocked out from under it. Fragments of 
stone and glass littered the ground and crunched under my running feet. 
“Mommy!” I wailed. 

A wind blew dust into my eyes. I'm an adult now, and walking 
again through the red desert. Green lights bob and dip above me in the 
rust colored sky and mark my progress. 
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Nora, lay naked on a patch of scarlet moss atop a small hill. 
Writhing, her musk arousing me, she beckoned to me. 

But glittering, living machinery rose up and towered above me. 
Rain began to fall in torrents and I began to drown. 


I awoke sputtering and choking. Water was being poured 
into my mouth. I felt a hand on the back of my head and I began to 
push away. “No! Get away,” I screamed. 

“Easy, easy,” a calm voice whispered. 

The voice was soothing and I relaxed. When my eyes began 
to focus, the face of a young man materialized before me. 

“Who...” I whispered through my raw throat. 

“Don’t speak,” he said, “Sip the water. I was afraid you were 
dead.” 

I did as he instructed and then unconsciousness found me 
again. 


It was night when I next awoke. The young man was cooking 
a can of beans over a small blazing fire. He appeared to be only in his 
teens and I guessed his age to be around fifteen. His filthy clothes 
were torn and caked with dried blood. His hands trembled while 
he tended the beans. Weary eyes looked out of his gaunt, haunted 
face. 

“Thanks,” I said. 

“Hey, welcome back.” He replied. “I’m Carlos.” 

He extended his hand and I shook it. 

“I,” I began, remembering. “I...?’m Jonathan, Jonathan 
Crowe. My friends call me Jon.” 

He poured some beans into a bowl and offered it to me. “Eat 
these, Jon. I got them on sale at Ralph’s.” 

I laughed weakly and accepted the beans. After a few bites of 
what I decided were the best beans I had ever eaten I said, “They’re 
good. Thanks again.” 

“Don't mention it,” he answered. 

“How did you find me?” I asked through a mouth full. 

“Just luck I guess. I was only looking for a place to hide. 
]...used to live near here.” 
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He then stared blankly into the fire as he ate. 
“Everyone I know is dead,” he said at last. 
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Chapter Iwo 





Carlos Aguilar 


Carlos Aguilar had been on a camping trip with his family in the 
Mojave Desert when the invasion began. They had spent the day 
visiting Calico Ghost Town just north of Barstow and had parked 
the camper trailer at a small rocky campsite. The December desert 
was cold and Carlos wondered why his dad insisted on camping when 
a motel would have been much more comfortable, but he kept quiet 
knowing his dad would only say something like: “Look, we've got 
the site to ourselves. Isn't it beautiful?” 

It was night and the stars were brilliant. His parents and older 
brother were having a boring conversation in the camper so Carlos 
took a walk to admire the stars. He called one of his friends on his 
cell, but about ten minutes into the call the phone went dead. 

Giving up on the phone, Carlos found an interesting rock 
formation and sat on a boulder at its base. About three feet above the 
ground Time had eroded a small cave in the face of the formation. 
Sitting contentedly he watched in wonder as a meteor burned across 
the sky and disappeared beneath the horizon to the south of Los 
Angeles. 

The horizon exploded with flame and the youth barely 
managed to climb into the cave before the shock wave blasted across 
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the desert. The rock shook mightily, but it was ancient and had 
endured countless quakes throughout the long ages. 

After the ground stopped shaking, Carlos crawled out of his 
hiding place in time to see another meteor blaze across the sky. With 
a flash of white the desert ignited in a blaze of fire in, what he thought 
was, the direction of the Edwards Air Force Base. A blast of hot air 
shocked the breath out of his lungs. The lurching earth knocked him 
off his feet. He scrambled back to his cave, as hundreds of flaming 
rocks came thundering to the earth. Each impact exploded like a 
small missile and he cried out like a child, as the night filled with 
flame and dust. 

‘The opening of his small cave faced the southwest and Carlos 
peered out through tear filled eyes toward the far off marine base 
at Twentynine Palms. He was astonished to see what looked like a 
column of light flickering in the billowing smoke like Moses’ pillar 
of fire from a Sunday school story. 

The youth waited what seemed to him forever. When he 
thought that the worst of the aftershocks had passed, he cautiously 
crawled out of the cave again. 

Ash continued to fall from the sky and the horizon was 
brimmed with fire. 

Carlos called for his parents and his brother, but there was no 
answer. The ground quaked again. Terrified, he spent the rest of the 
night in the cave, shivering in the cold and trembling with dread at 
each aftershock. He repeatedly tried to use his cell phone, but static 
was all he could hear. 

The next morning the air was full of dust and the sky was 
gray. Intermittent aftershocks still rippled across the desert. Carlos 
had trouble breathing and his eyes burned. He covered his mouth 
and nose with the front of his shirt and pulled his coat tightly around 
his body. 

Carlos, his body and mind numb, returned to the campsite 
and found the camper crushed and twisted by a large chunk of fallen 
rock. The broken body of his older brother lay part way out of a 
ragged hole in the mangled roof. Overcoming his horror, he looked 
inside and cried out in anguish at the bloody sight of his dead mother 
and father. 
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He tried to call 911 for help, but his cell phone still didn’t 
work. Suddenly, panic seized him. The boy ran until his legs gave 
out and he fell to the ground weeping. Carlos lay for nearly an hour 
before he could calm himself. Not knowing what else to do he began 
the long walk back to Los Angeles hoping he might find a park 
ranger or flag down a car. 

After a few hours march, he saw the first of the refugees. 
Dozens of cars were speeding wildly toward him on highway 15. 
He began waving his arms hoping someone would stop, then he saw 
several things in the sky pursuing the cars. 

He couldn't quite understand what he was seeing. ‘They were 
some kind of aircraft, but unlike any he had ever seen. Each was 
about twenty-five feet wide and shimmered a pale, sickening green. 
He thought they looked like giant insects. Yet, they were clearly 
made from some kind of metal. 

They didn’t move like anything he had ever witnessed. They 
bobbed up and down, darted forward, hovered, then darted forward 
again. At last, the flying things caught up with the lead vehicle. 
Carlos saw a flicker of light in the dusty air and the car exploded 
in flames. The car behind tried to swerve too late and crashed 
into the blazing wreck. Two more vehicles exploded. Then several 
stopped, the doors flung open and people fell out in a panic and 
began running. 

Carlos hid behind a Joshua tree. He watched in horror as 
the strange flying machines dipped low uncoiling dozens of metallic 
ropes out of their bellies. With these, they snared the fleeing people. 
The victims were roughly shoved into a compartment on the back of 
each flying machine. In a matter of minutes all of the people had 
been captured. The machines floated up as one, and shot down over 
the highway. 

He waited nearly an hour to be sure there were no more of 
these strange flying things before he started walking again. This 
time he walked several yards away from the highway and kept his 
eyes fixed towards the smoky horizon. 

Several days went by. He found water, food and some blankets 
in an abandoned car. He slept shivering on the cold desert ground a 
good distance from the open road. 
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The night sky was starless and every now and again, he’d see 
the green lights of the flying machines bobbing up and down in the 
distance. The horizon burned red with the spreading fires. Sometimes 
he’d see the ghostly flicker of a beam of light as it illuminated the 
dusty air followed by a fiery explosion. 

The highway was choked with cars. Many were destroyed and 
left burning, while others crashed, or had simply been abandoned. 
Bodies of the dead were scattered along the road. 

In one of the cars, Carlos had found a pair of mountaineering 
goggles. His face wrapped with a towel he continued his march. He 
felt that if only he could get to his home everything would be okay. 

Still following the 15, he reached the outskirts of Ontario 
and saw flames licking the sky over the city. Here there were more 
of the flying machines and something else. At first, Carlos thought 
the thing towering over the highway was some kind of water tower. 
Though taller and unlike any he had ever seen. 

‘Then it moved. 

The thing was at least a hundred feet tall and bobbed like 
a helium balloon atop three long, spindly, segmented legs. Its 
movements were so strange and unearthly that Carlos felt sick to his 
stomach, yet it was oddly graceful and unbelievably fast. 

The thing was apparently waiting for something and, at last, a 
man jumped out of a burning house and ran. The thing was on him 
in seconds. It, like the fliers, loosened metal ropes that shot out and 
quickly coiled about the man. The doomed man was then roughly 
tossed into a mesh basket beneath the great carapace. 

The thing then turned toward Carlos and gave him his first 
clear view. 

| The monster had a horizontal incandescent ebony ‘eye’ which 
stretched frowning half-way around each side. Swooping back away 
from the eye in a great curved plate: a brazen shell. It had the same 
metallic sheen that he had seen on certain exotic beetles. ‘The shell 
turned on a steel corded neck atop a body shaped like an inverted 
cone. At the bottom of the body were the three articulated legs. 
Beneath the legs were bunched clusters of retractable tentacles. One 
of these was extended and held in sway like a venomous cobra ready 
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to strike. The tentacle’s terminus was a large oval bulb pulsating with 
amber light. 

Was this some kind of living creature? A three-legged cyclops? he 
thought. 

He then noticed two more of these tri-pedal things. The 
amber bulb of one snaked toward a building, a green light flickered 
at the end of the bulb and the building burst into flames. Several 
people ran out screaming, only to be quickly captured. 

“This can’t be happening!” Carlos shut his eyes and tried to will 
the monsters away. 

He slept in a ditch that night. 

As the overcast sky began to grow gently gray with morning, 
the roar of jets awakened him. 

Five F-16 Fighting Falcons roared through the air and fired 
wing launched missiles at the towering monster. 

Relief flooded him. Help had arrived. ‘The U.S. had the most 
powerful air force in the world. They'd show these monsters. 

He then witnessed, to his horror, the missile nearest the 
monster elongated like spaghetti and vanished with a silent flash. 
The cyclops whipped around and pointed the tentacle with the bulb 
at the lead jet. The ghostly light lanced out incinerating the jet 
instantly. 

Melted steel thundered to the ground with an earsplitting 
crash, while the remaining jets shot around the tri-ped and sped 
away. The monster emitted a high-pitched wail and Carlos covered 
his ears. 

The jets were regrouping for another pass when the flying 
things appeared. They were no longer bobbing in lazy pursuit of 
fleeing cars. Now they moved with terrible speed. Almost faster 
than the eye could follow, the fliers flanked the jets and the rays 
laced out. 

Carlos watched in despair as the flaming debris of the last 
defenders fell to the earth. 

His despair turned to raw panic as the shadow of a tri-ped 
fell on him. He felt the constricting strength of a tentacle and a jolt 
of electricity. Just before he blacked out, the world spun around him, 
as he was lifted up and flung into the crowded basket. 
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Carlos awoke with a start and found himself in what looked 
like a large walled pen for animals. A little girl was shaking him. 

“W-where am I?” he stammered. 

The little girl ran into a corner where a woman lay. The 
woman sat up and held the girl in her arms and, while stroking her 
hair, cooed softly into her ear. 

Carlos looked around and saw about a hundred people 
crammed into the filthy pen with him. Some were moaning, 
while others appeared to be unconscious. A few, he thought, were 
dead. Others sat rocking back and forth, sunken eyes gazing into 
nothingness. Flies swarmed in maddening clouds. 

“What is this place?” he asked aloud. 

“This is Hell’s waiting room, boy,” said an old man. He was 
leaning against a wall cradling an injured arm. The old man looked 
at the youth with horrified pity for a moment, then his eyes dulled 
and he, too, began rocking. 

After several hours, Carlos startled when he heard a clacking 
sound outside the pen. The awful sound grew louder and louder, and 
finally stopped just beyond the wall. 

A circular portal spiraled open and chaos erupted. Amidst 
screams of terror, prisoners scrambled madly to the opposite wall in a 
desperate attempt to put as many of their fellows between them and 
the thing that stood at the portal. 

Carlos then beheld the author of the clacking noise: a machine 
that resembled the giant fighting tri-ped with the same beetle shell 
texture and copper hue. This one, however, was only nine feet tall. 
The sharp tips of its three strangely articulated legs clacked against 
the hard floor as it entered the pen. Its body was egg-shaped and 
had a large opaque visor on its face behind which the youth could 
just make out a dark, hulking shape. 

Suddenly, several gleaming tentacles shot out and trapped 
the old man that had spoken before. He screamed as the tentacles 
dragged him kicking and clawing at the ground. With a powerful 
jerk, he was lifted before the opening visor. 
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Carlos froze; repulsed as the thing behind the visor was 
revealed. A scream of sheer animal terror rose unbidden in his throat 
and joined the cacophony of screams around him. 

Two large black circular eyes dominated the creature’s face. 
A fierce, inhuman intelligence burned in those cold, infinite eyes 
and therein dwelt no pity. Then, between and slightly above the two 
luminous eyes, 2 vertical slit opened revealing a third ebony eye. 

The youth felt a staggering pressure in his mind. Leaning on 
the wall, he caught his breath and tried to clear his head, but he could 
not take his eyes off the creature. His vision blurred into a gray fog 
clouding everything save the creature’s eyes, which, like a black hole, 
sucked all light and thought into itself. 

Its head was large, nearly three feet wide and four feet long. 
There was no body, just the head with its three saucer eyes and a large, 
soft beak that hung quivering and slobbering as it wheezed. Its skin 
looked like reddish-brown leather and was oily with a fungal odor 
that filled Carlos with revulsion. 

The impenetrable eyes regarded the old man for many 
minutes. Suddenly, a syringe attached to a long, thin tube snaked 
out and plunged into the man’s neck. Dark red liquid began flowing 
up the tube and into the machine. From the creature’s mouth, a long 
hollow pipette, seemingly made of twisted, white bone extended and 
inserted into a small hole in the console. 

There was an obscene slurping sound and the old man 
screamed even louder. He struggled vainly against the steel coils 
that held him. 

‘The creature appeared to Carlos like a monstrous tick, as the 
blood from the old man filled its swelling veins. The creature’s stare 
never wavered, but continued to gaze dispassionately at the old man 
whose screams died to a strangled gurgle, until his body convulsed 
in uncontrolled spasms then became still. 

The creature then simply dropped the dead body on the 
ground. After clearing its feeding tube with a loud hooting sound, 
it turned and clattered away. 

The monster had come and left as casually as someone might 
open a refrigerator, drain a carton of milk and then walk off without 
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a second thought. The portal hissed shut. The only sounds that 
remained were choked sobs and weeping. 

Carlos vomited, fell to the floor and began shaking. Then 
he heard the sound of more clacking feet approaching and he nearly 
went mad. 

Two more of the repulsive creatures entered and again Carlos’ 
mind went numb as he lay on the floor writhing. The aliens selected 
two people at random and repeated the feeding process. 


Days went by. Every day the alien hunting machines loomed 
over the outer wall of the pen and unloaded more captives. These new 
machines were twice as large as a semi-truck, squat with five thick, 
jointed legs. A bulbous head jutted out of the front and flashed with 
dozens of red eyes. Beneath the head were three jointed claws. A 
bundle of tentacles grew straight up out of its back like some strange 
plant, and these were methodically snatching victims out of its basket 
and tossing them into the pen. 

Every day the tick-like creatures would select captives and 
feed. Carlos had managed to stay out of sight, but he knew he was 
only delaying the inevitable. 

Once a day a squat, five-legged machine about the size of a 
Volkswagen bug, would enter carrying a vat full of yellowish gruel, 
which it poured in a wet pile on the filthy floor. 

‘The prisoners, being mad with hunger, crawled on their hands 
and knees and ate from the floor heedless of their humiliation. Carlos 
was disgusted and even though hunger racked his young body, he 
would not crawl. He walked up to the food, knelt and gave thanks. 
Then, after swatting away the flies and other insects, took two hands 
full back to a corner where he would sit and quietly eat. 

Every day a similar machine would come in, scoop up any 
dead bodies and carry them away. 

In the blackness of the night Carlos watched the green lights 
move across the sky going about some errand or another. Occasionally 
he would see a monstrous cyclops stride by on its strange, segmented 
legs, the hood turning the luminous ebony eye, as it surveyed the 


hellish pits. 
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Carlos felt especially attached to the little girl that had awoken 
him on the first day. He brought her and her mother food and helped 


to keep them out of sight when the monsters came to feed. 


Carlos had been raised in an evangelical family. His father 
had been a pastor of an church in West LA, and his mother had 
worked as an anesthesiologist at the Seventh Day Adventist hospital 
in Glendale. Carlos’ older brother, Gregory, had been preparing to 
be a missionary. 

The doomed camping trip had been a special family outing 
to say farewell to Gregory before he left the following week, after 
Christmas, for the rain forest of their mother’s native Ecuador. 

Now they were dead. Not martyred nobly for their faith, 
as were the saints of old, but mindlessly snuffed like ants under the 
heel of a running child. Carlos felt cold tendrils of despair tighten 
around him. 

He had never fully believed in his family’s faith, but here in 
the pen, among the dead and dying with blood drinking vampires 
clothed in mechanical armor just outside, he had sunk into the dark 
depths of hopelessness. Now he prayed. 

He was almost certain in his heart that God did not exist. 
At least not the God his Mom and Dad prayed to. How else could 
the horrors he had witnessed be possible? 

He didn’t pray for salvation. He had given up that kind of 
hope when he saw the broken body of his mother. He prayed because 
it was the only tool his father had given him. It was a tie to his family 
and the deep security of his childhood. Prayer kept him from going 
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After five days of this living damnation, a loud explosion 
rocked the pen. The wall pushed in violently and, with a second blast, 
crashed smoking to the ground. 

Carlos ran weakly to the smoldering hole and saw at least a 
dozen tanks in formation outside firing on the walls of the pen. He 
waved frantically at the tanks and the shelling stopped. Without 
any thought for personal safety, the boy helped the woman and her 
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daughter through the hole, two others clambered up and he helped 
them also, then he tumbled out. 

More prisoners jumped out and scattered behind him, but in 
the confusion he lost sight of the woman and her child. He couldn’t 
help them any longer. All he could do now was run. 

He looked back only once when he heard an especially loud 
explosion. Three giant cyclopses had arrived and had opened fire on 
the tanks. 

He ran. 

‘The sounds died behind him and were silent. His stomach 
began to ache and still he ran. 

Then, off in the distance a massive explosion rumbled and 
the ground shook. | 

He stumbled and fell. He tried to rise, but his body had given 
out on him. 

When he could breathe again he dragged himself up and 
stumbled on, not knowing where to go. Wandering in a desperate 
fever, he jumped at every sound and hid from the terrible lights in 
the sky. 


“I walked for days,” Carlos said. “I found lots of food and 
supplies, but I never found the little girl and her mom. I don’t know 
why I went to my house. I wish I hadn’t because it was gone. Just a 
pile of burned junk. I wandered some more and found myself outside 
the museum. My dad was really into art and loved to bring us here.” 
He smiled and glanced over at me. “To tell the truth it was really 
boring for my brother and me.” 

He dropped his gaze and was quiet for a long while. 

“You're the first person I’ve seen since that night,” he finally 
said. 


Chapter Ihree 


Living Among the Ruins 


We spent the next several days gathering supplies. Carlos and I had 
fallen into a comfortable comradery. We had both lost our families 
and Carlos was a good kid with a keen sense of humor. 

The temperature had grown very cold and we bundled up in 
some winter clothing we found at a ski shop. I took to wearing clear 
ski goggles to help cut down on the eye irritation, while Carlos held 
on to his mountaineering goggles. We also found a supply of painter’s 
masks and wore them instead of the rags. 

At every opportunity, I taught the boy self-defense techniques. 
I felt that it was of great importance that we should be ready for 
anything, and I wanted to be confident that Carlos could watch my 
back in case we encountered any human trouble. 

I worked a utility belt and holster from the body of a soldier, 
wore my pistol like a gunslinger, and whiled the time away practicing 
quick drawing. We even did some target practice and shot up a few 
bottles, cans, and an occasional car. We had to be diligent, fearing 
the noise would attract patrolling aliens. 

I had always wondered how Los Angeles would look in a real 
winter. Now fine ash fell from the seared sky and covered everything 
like a blanket of dirty snow. I had read a little about impact winter. 


28 


Rep EARTH 


I knew that even if, by some miracle, the invaders packed up and left 
tomorrow, the Earth’s recovery would be long and difficult. 

Each day we would set out early at sun up then hide during 
the hazy light of mid-day to avoid detection. Sundown found us back 
at the museum. It was far too dark at night to do anything and using 
flashlights was risky. 

The night sounds were becoming fewer and gunfire hadn’t 
been heard for several days. Alien scouts would occasionally hum 
overhead, but the worst were the howling sirens of the patrolling tri- 
peds. Its random abruptness and volume would make us jump, but 
I could sense an underlying emptiness in the cry that left me feeling 
melancholic. 

I fancied the tri-peds to be the guardians of Dante’s ringed 
Hell. Lording it over the Lost with unassailable power, yet knowing 
all the while, that they were equally damned. 

One night Carlos sat on the rubble from a portion of collapsed 
ceiling and looked out at the dark sky though the hole. “I miss the 
stars,” he said. 

I joined him, looked up into the night, and began to recite: 
“The glittering stars, like radiant gems, beckoned our most ancient 
of ancestors with their mystery. Our ancestors thought the stars 
to be gods and prostrated in fear and worship beneath them. The 
intentions of God and His angels were read in the movements of the 
heavenly bodies and monuments were built to track, honor and reflect 
them. Calendars enabled our ancestors to know when to offer the 
proper prayers and sacrifices; when to plant and harvest; and when 
to marry and have children. 

“As our understanding grew the heavenly spheres were replaced 
with planets, stars, and galaxies. The laws of Science replaced the 
superstitions, myths and religions. And we wondered if anyone else 
lived in our universe.” 

The boy looked at me. “You didn’t just make that up. Did 
you?” 

“It was part of a paper I wrote in college.” I took a deep 
breath then continued: “While we searched the heavens for the 
secrets of our origins, another race with memory far older than any 
Earthly civilization cast its gaze outward, and found little welcome 
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in the harshness of the cosmos save our small blue planet, which 
shone seductively like a living jewel. They looked across the void 
and considered us with pitiless eyes. Our idealism would have been 
thought foolish if they had been capable of understanding it.” 

“Was that part of your paper, too?” 

“No, my thesis was about the origins of religion. ‘That last 
part I just made up.” 

Carlos continued looking at me for a moment then turned to 
gaze up at the night. 

“What do you think they are?” he asked. 


“T really don’t know.” 


The nearby Ralph’s grocery store had partly collapsed and was 
slowly being engulfed by the red weed, but its supply of dried and 
canned foods was untouched. 

A family of raccoons had made their home in the stockroom. 
They let off a chorus of chattering yells when they saw us. “It’s okay,” 
I said and we backed out. 

We rummaged through the shelves for a while in silence. 

“Ahh!” I cried. 

Carlos jumped. “What is it?” 

“Coffee!” I said. 

“You've got to be kidding!” 

Just then, a chorus of yips and howls broke out in the 
distance. 

“Coyotes!” Carlos said. 

“Yes, coyotes,” I smiled. The yipping awoke hope in my heart 
and I was quiet for a few moments. 

I found some batteries and butane lighters and added them 
to my pack. 

“They're smart and crafty. Coyotes,” I said, “and they've 
survived the onslaughts of our invasion of their world for thousands 
of years.” I paused thinking, “We've got to be cunning like the 
coyote. Surviving this new invasion will be hard and dangerous, but 
not without hope.” 

I held up some kitchen knives. “Also, we need to get more 
weapons. My one gun isn’t enough.” 
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We were walking back to the museum with full packs and 
talking in low voices. 

“Have you noticed that the invaders are patrolling less 
frequently?” I asked. 

“Yeah. I suppose there aren’t enough of us left to be bothered 
about. Unless we get in their way, or cause trouble, they'll leave us 
alone.” 

“I think you're right. We're not worth the effort. They've 
probably got their hunters working more populated areas.” I didn’t 
mention the systematic extermination I had witnessed. 

Carlos held up his hand. We stopped and listened. My gun 
was in my hand. 

A rat jumped out of a pile of refuse and started across the 
street. Suddenly the strangest animal I had ever seen hopped out 
from behind some broken concrete and seized the rat with six slender, 
tendrils. 

The animal was about a foot tall and ran on three horned, 
multi-jointed legs. It’s face sported two large, lidless dark-green eyes, 
so dark as to be almost black. Above these was a third, smaller eye. 
Its head was fused to a stout, segmented body with spikes thrusting 
up from its head behind the eyes, and from each of the remaining 
two segments. A maw like that of a praying mantis completed the 
tiny monster. 

It made a squawk and spit a small cloud of black vapor at 
the rat. The rat convulsed and fell limp, and the creature began 
devouring it on the spot. 

In less than a minute, it had consumed the entire rat. Then 
it hopped-skipped out of sight. 

Carlos looked stunned. “What the hell was that?” he 
stammered. 

“My guess,” I said and holstered my weapon, “is that the red 
foliage isn’t the only thing our guests brought with them. Did you 
notice how it resembled their machines?” 

Carlos still looked shaken. 

“You okay?” I nudged his arm. 
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“Yeah...Yeah. I’m okay.” He paused then continued, “It’s 
like...the only reason they came to our planet is to eat, y’know.” 

Carlos withdrew into himself and we walked back to the 
museum in silence. 

“When it killed the old man,” he said at last, almost to 
himself. “It looked at him like I would look at a glass of water, an’ 
I’m not really thirsty, but my body needs it, y'know, so I drink it 
without ay thinkin’ about it. It’s like...they don’t even know 
were people.” 

“They probably don't,” I murmured. 

We crawled through the opening and began preparing our 
meal. Noodle soup, a sandwich made of canned chicken, and a can 
of sliced oranges, chased by a soda. 

Afterwards, I cleaned up while Carlos sat staring up at the 
dirty sky through the large hole in the roof. It was very cold and 
I huddled by the fire. I had found some tobacco and a pipe in my 
foraging and I began filling the bowl. 

“Where do y’think they come from?” His voice sounded far 
away. 

“Well, they obviously come from outer space.” 

“I know that,” he said. “But what planet did they come from? 
Mars? Venus?” 

“Well Venus is uninhabitable.” I said. “It was once thought 
that Mars used to be able to support life, but not for millions of years. 
Not unless the experts were terribly mistaken. But, Mars seems the 
likeliest candidate, or maybe one of the moons of Jupiter. I can’t say, 
but I'd bet they are from somewhere within our solar system.” 

“Why?” he asked. He was calming down a little and he 
glanced at me. 

I took a long draw on the pipe and enjoyed the taste of the 
tobacco before I answered. 

“Well,” I finally said, “I’ve been thinking about this myself. 
The distance to the nearest star is so vast that it’s terribly improbable 
that a ship could be built to cross it. But, who knows? Their 
technology is unbelievably advanced. Maybe they've solved the 
problem of interstellar travel. But that begs other questions: 
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“If they've figured out how to cross the vast distances of 
interstellar space why come to a planet that they had to attack? Why 
not choose a world that was uninhabited and simple to colonize. 
Surely there are millions of inhabitable worlds within the reach of a 
star faring culture. Why go through all the trouble? 

“Maybe they didn’t know we were here.” 

“No. They knew we were here. I’m sure of it. The attack 
was too methodical, too well planned. I think they've been studying 
us for some time. No, they knew when they set out that they were 
going to have to forcibly take this planet. 

“But, you may have been on to something earlier. Perhaps 
they chose a planet with a ready food source. The fact that they can 
feed on us suggests a commonality of biology. But, again, why choose 
a planet that you have to fight for? Surely they would bring food with 
them. Unless they were nearby and therefore the journey cost them 
less than it would to travel light-years and not need to fight. ” 

“Well, I guess it’s kinda pointless to talk about. It’s not like 
we can ask them, y’know,” the boy said as he lay down to sleep. “I’m 
beat. G’night.” 

I sat there silently for a while smoking before I, too, fell into 


a dream filled sleep. 


Chapter Four 


Roland White 


Carlos was still sleeping when the gray light of morning shimmered 
timorously though the cracked roof. A burgundy hue flavored the 
foliage-covered windows, as the weak light shown through the red 
leaves of the alien plant. 

Feeling wide-awake and restless, I decided to let the exhausted 
boy rest and went out alone. The day before, we had passed a pharmacy 
on the way back from the grocery store reminding me that we were 
very short on medicines and vitamins. 

A truck had smashed into the storefront window causing part 
of the roof to cave, blocking the front entrance. I went to the end 
of the block and walked back down the alleyway to the rear of the 
drugstore. 

I picked my way through the littered alley and easily kicked in 
the back door. The interior was undisturbed save for the front end of 
the truck and the fallen debris around it. Grabbing some bags from 
the checkout stand I went shopping. 

I had one bag filled with off-the-shelf items before I went to 
the prescription area. I wanted to get some antibiotics and found 
an ample supply. I had taken courses in advanced first-aid long ago 
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and had a pretty good idea what we needed. I also grabbed several 
first-aid kits, bandages, and painkillers. 

Shouldering my pack, I started for the door and at the flicker 
of a moving shadow outside, I drew my gun, settled into a ready 
stance and waited. A man stepped in also holding a gun. 

For a long frozen moment, we regarded each other over our 
weapons. 

A breath mask covered the man’s lower face and his eyes, like 
mine, were hidden behind goggles. He was dressed for war: weapons 
vest; two rifles slung on either side of his backpack; webbed belt 
with canteen, holster and ammunition clips; multi-pocketed faded 
green military pants and boots. He was the image of the mercenary 
warrior, and the fact that his gear was well worn and somewhat 
tattered lent to his authenticity. 

Not a poser, this one. | felt an uneasy stirring of kinship with 
this man. 

Through this kinship, I knew that he was dangerous. He was 
as a wild animal barely shrouded by a thin veneer of humanity, and I 
was instantly on guard. As if a puma had unexpectedly encountered 
a wolf on the trail. I did not trust him. 

Deepening my stance, I put both hands on my gun. “I don’t 
want any trouble.” 

He raised a hand, palm forward, and said: “Hold on, there, 
brother. Don’t start shootin’. Here, I'll lower my weapon.” He 
dropped his hand slowly then holstered his pistol. He then removed 
his mask and pushed his goggles up revealing ice-blue eyes. A thick 
graying brown mustache surrounded his mouth and extended down 
to his chin. The yellow hair around his upper lip revealed a heavy 
cigarette habit. Four or five day stubble covered the rest of his face. 

I relaxed my stance, but did not holster my gun. 

“Hot damn,” he said grinning. A huge smile full of yellowed 
teeth barely concealed the menace that radiated from him. “A fellow 
warrior! I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you, man. I thought 
you were just another one of the human rats that scurry and hide. 
Denying what’s happened. Gut one and he stands there in a stupor 
as his innards spill out.” He spat and returned to his smile. 
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His eyes had a gleam in them that some would find charismatic 
and part of my mind, the wild animal, wanted to trust him, to ask his 
counsel, to run free with him through the ruins and spoil...1 blinked. 
No, he’s dangerous. 

“T’m just gathering supplies and I’m on my way,” I said. 

“Fine by me. I’ll not get in your way.” He looked me up and 
down. “You've got Taijutsu training.” It was a statement. 

The fact that by a glance he recognized what school of martial 
art I had trained in unsettled me greatly. He concealed his skills with 
a loose, almost sloppy, posture, but I could sense a physical readiness 
in him that revealed much training. 

“Who was your teacher?” 

“Td rather not say.” 

“Shit, but you're good. I wouldn’t tell who my teachers were 
either. Gives too much away.” He said still smiling. 

I pushed aside my goggles and mask then lowered my gun to 
my side, but didn’t holster it. His eyes took that in, but he remained 
smiling and pulled out a two-thirds empty turquoise pack of filterless 
cigarettes. ‘The stoic profile of an American Indian peered out 
between his tobacco stained fingers. 

He raised his head and looked at me. A cold light shone in 
his blue eyes. 

“Y’got a light?” he said cheerfully through his wide smile and 
thick mustache. 

I tossed him my lighter. ‘The odor of strong tobacco burned 
my nostrils. He returned my lighter with a cigarette, and I lit up 
too. 

We smoked quietly for a moment then he began speaking: 

“Name’s Roland White; Gunnery Sergeant First Division 
United States Marines. I was there when we crossed the Tigris River 
and marched up to Baghdad, and kicked Saddam’s sorry ass. Christ, 
what a fuckin’ mess that turned out to be!” 

His smile dropped a little. “Been out of the service for some 
time, though. Used to be stationed down at Camp Pendleton.” He 
took a long draw on his cigarette and slowly exhaled the smoke. “I 
hear it’s gone now. Nothin’ but a crater.” 

Weariness bent his head and I felt a twinge pity for him. 
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He's a manipulator. He knows that evoking sympathy creates an 
opening. 

As if reading my thoughts his head snapped back up, his eyes 
and smile gleaming. “I’m just comin’ to stock up on medicines too. 
Didn’t mean to barge in on ya.” He looked up. Far off an alien siren 
sounded. 

“You hear that? Shit, but ain’t that a kick in the ass,” he said 
his smile getting wider. “I’ve been preparin’ for an invasion for quite 
awhile. Got caches ‘tween here and Phoenix; food, water, weapons. 
Yep, I’ve been ready. Only, who'd a thought it would be aliens! Ha! 
Ol’ Ronny Reagan, God bless him, was always fearful of the ‘space 
brothers’. Said so to the U. N. once, he did. 

“Nah. I thought we'd be caught up in a holy Muslim jihad by 
now. Or maybe the Chinese would have thrown their hat into History 
and tried to take us out. Or even some shit-for-brains terrorist got a 
hold of a few nukes and blasted the world back to the Stone Age. But 
aliens! Shit! Talk about your ‘weapons of mass destruction’.” 

“You don’t seem to be too broken up over this,” I said. 

His smile widened, but his expression became more sober. 
“Broken up? Ain't got time to be broken up. Not the warrior’s way. 
A warrior can’t take time to indulge in pity. He can’t engage his 
environment efficiently with sentimentality muddling his thinking. 
A warrior takes the beauty and horror of the world in stride and 
overcomes all adversity. Why? Because the warrior doesn’t name it 
‘adversity’. To him it’s just another challenge. Therefore, he’s calm 
and steady and acts appropriately and with power at all times. That’s 
why he’s superior to the average man. 

“The warrior’s Will affects history, man,” his eyes glazed as 
he began to rant. “He affects change in the world at large, and long 
after he’s worm-food people still follow him. People, by an’ large, are 
followers, herd animals. Shit! For the most part people are nothin’ 
more’n overfed cows.” 

He paused and took another drag from his cigarette. His 
eyebrows knit in an angry frown and he continued: “Like cows, their 
sole desire is comfort. Fuck! They sold themselves out to the System, 
man, to Wal-Mart and Starbucks. Fat, pathetic cows! ‘They self- 
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righteously defend their right to be weak, ignorant and lazy. I'd like 


to nail the lot of ‘em to a tree. 

“If times get hard, cows like these roll over and give up. 
Commit suicide an’ shit! 

“Christ! Just the other day I watched as some weak willed 
shithead walked right up to one of the Bugs, stretched out his arms 
and offered himself to it. He had given up, you see. What a piss poor 
waste.” Roland spat on the ground. “He’s lucky. If the Bug hadn't 
taken him, I’da shot him myself! 

“All through history the bulk of humanity took their cues 
from whoever was on top. Well, sir, the Bugs are on top now. But, 
beyond us being a ready food source, they don’t mind us much. We've 
got a golden opportunity to recreate humanity! 

“If a leader, a real leader, that is, was to come. A man who 
knows what it is to be a warrior. A man with unbending Will! 
Shit, the cows would follow him to Hell and back. They’d fall over 
themselves to please him and build a society warriors could rule. The 
cows want to be ruled. Can you see it?” He paused again and wiped 
the froth that had begun to accumulate at the corners of his mouth. 

I did my best to conceal my growing revulsion. 

“Of course drastic measure will have to be taken at first.” He 
went on. “The invasion has shocked ‘em out of their old habits of 
thinking, now the right man could reshape ‘em. Publicly crucifying or 
hanging some of the worst of ‘em would go a long way in reorienting 
the thinking of the weak. Create new patterns of thought. Create 
a new civilization. And eventually, man, eventually we'd take this 
planet back!” 

His face brightened and he tossed his spent cigarette to the 
ground. 

“Look at you! For crissakes! You've remembered your training, 
armed yourself, and rationally set about gathering resources. You 
didn’t do all that while wallowing in fear and self-pity.” 

“No, youre right.” I said through clenched teeth and took a 
calming breath. “I’ve shunted my grief to the back of my mind and 
I face the world that’s in front of me. Actually, I do it more out of 
instinct than rationality, though. But it doesn’t mean that I don’t feel 
the tragedy of it all.” 
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man. Look at nature. The wolves carve out the weak and thereby 
strengthen the herd. It’s evolution, man. Fuckir’ evolution in action. 
Yes indeed.” He looked me over once more. 

His face danced again until his expression was of utmost 
seriousness. He held his hand out in invitation. 

“T’ve been looking for people like you. I’ve got several good 
men with me already. There’s strength in numbers, y know. Join us 
and we'll carve out a future! We'll show the Bugs how real men, 
how warriors fight.” 

‘The feeling of menace spiked. How will he react if I turned 
him down? 

I took another deep breath and relaxed into my stance and 
said, “I’ve already got a companion, a boy in my care. I don’t think 
we'd fit in with a band of warriors just now.” 

He smiled at me for too long then said: “Fine. I’m not one to 
force a man to go against his judgment.” He stepped aside to allow 
me to pass. “But maybe a couple of us could drop by for a visit. You're 
over at the museum, ain’t cha?” 

The spike of menace became fear. “Sure, uh, that'd be fine,” 
I said and backed out. 

“Marines got a sayin: ‘A marine is the best friend, or the 
worst enemy you'll ever have’.” He called after me. “Be seein’ ya.” 

I walked confidently to the end of the alley. When I saw that 
he didn’t follow, I ran. 

Carlos was in the middle of breakfast when I burst in, put my 
hands on my knees and panted. 

“What's up?” 

“Get your gear together.” I said through my gasps. “We're 
leaving, now!” 

“What? Youre kidding.” 

“No, we're going to have some company soon, and I think it’d 
best if we were gone when they get here. Come on, move!” 


Chapter Five 


The Scientist 


We hiked all day. Taking Fairfax, we went north to Sunset, crossed 
over to Laurel Canyon, and had nearly peaked the charred hills when 
it became too dark to continue. We camped in an old sandwich 
store. 

“We need to get weapons now more than ever,” I said over 
dinner. 

“What happened this morning?” 

I told him about my meeting with Roland White. 

“Creepy,” Carlos said. 

“Dangerous too. I’d rather not meet up with him again.” 

We took turns watching that night. 

‘The next day, we set out to find weapons. Carlos had found 
an old telephone directory, its edges were burned, but its thickness 
protected it from the fires. The Yellow Pages listed an ammo store 
not too far from us. 

After acquiring weapons, I thought we should try to make for 
the mountains. Finding food might be more difficult, but I felt that 
the farther we were from the alien citadel, and the roving bands of 
thugs, the safer we would be. I was familiar with some of the trails 
in the Angeles Crest Mountains and hoped to strike north. 


40 


Rep EARTH 4l 





We saw more of the strange, extraterrestrial insects. Most 
were only three to five inches tall and none were bigger than twelve 
inches. They posed no threat and quickly hopped away on their three 
spindly legs when they saw us. 

We walked on, hearing no sound other than our own footsteps 
on the broken pavement until, way off in the distance, the piercing 
wail of one of the patrolling machines rose. We stopped on the spot 
and listened. The answering siren echoed quietly to the south. I 
relaxed. Nudging Carlos, we continued. 

When we found the gun shop our hearts sank. It was 
demolished. We decided to have lunch and head out again in the 
evening. 

After eating, I lit my pipe and, getting out a pad of paper and 
pencil from my pack, began sketching by the firelight. 


The next morning found us in front of another ruined gun 
shop nearly buried under alien foliage. An entrance had been cleared 
by previous scavengers. 

“I don’t think we're the first ones to shop here,” Carlos said 
over my shoulder. 

“You're right. We best hurry.” 

Safely inside, we found the place ransacked. Luckily, not 
everything had been taken. Within the plundered showcases I found 
a few boxes of clips for my gun. 

“Grab as much ammo as you can find and get a hand gun or 
two, and knives while you're at it,” I said. 

I made my way to the stock room and there I found more 
signs of scavenging. Ripped open boxes lay strewn over the floor 
and several storage shelves had been knocked over. Amongst the 
scattered debris, I found some cans of sterno. I stuffed several into 
my pack. 

Whoever had looted the shop had thought only of weapons, 
because I found shelves of first-aid kits and other useful survival 
tools untouched. I happily gathered another first-aid kit, two solar 
blankets, water purification tablets, water filters, a hatchet and some 
nylon rope. 
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Behind a shelf toward the back of the room was a crate full 
of hunting knives. Grabbing a couple of knives, I went back to the 
main part of the store and stopped cold. 

A stranger was standing by the counter with a gun to Carlos’ 


head. 


The man appeared to be in his mid sixties, slight build with 
a gray beard jutting out from beneath his air filter. Wire rimmed 
glasses rested crookedly on his nose. He held his gun awkwardly 
with both hands. 

“Easy, easy. We're all friends here,” I said taking a short step 
forward. 

“Stop right there,” the stranger said. “T’ll shoot him! I 
will!” 

I noticed the hesitation in his voice and saw his hands 
shake. 

I removed my goggles and mask and said, “No, you won't. 
You've never killed before,” I guessed, “and there’s no need to start 
now. Just lower the gun and we can talk.” 

I set my pack down and held my hands out, palms forward 
showing him that they were empty. 

“We're just passing through and mean you no harm,” I said. 

He looked me in my eyes and after a slight vacillation lowered 
the gun a little. 

Just then, a clatter broke out behind him. He panicked and 
spun, shooting wildly. It was one of the alien insects, which, as soon 
as the gun went off, scuttled frantically out of sight. I dove at the 
slight man and quickly disarmed him. He raised his hands and 
looked at me defiantly. 

I stood back and held the gun grip forward. “I told you that 
we were friends or, at least, should be. Our world has been invaded. 
So, instead of fighting shouldn’t we be helping each other?” 

“Of course,” he said, “but not everyone has come to that 
conclusion. Many have taken the invasion as an excuse to revert to 
savagery. Youre correct, however, I’ve never killed before, but I don’t 
want to be killed either.” 


Rep EARTH 43 


He paused and looked us over. “How do I know that I can 
trust you?” 

I handed his gun back to him. “By me trusting you first,” I 
said. 

He took the gun and holstered it. “I trust you,” he said. 

I smiled and introduced myself, “I’m Jonathan Crowe, Jon to 
my friends, and I think you've already met Carlos.” 

‘The man apologized to Carlos. 

“Don’t worry about it,” Carlos said uneasily. 

“Tm Marcus Howard,” he said as he lowered his mask, smiled 
and extended his right hand. 

I took his hand and shook it happily. “I can’t tell you how glad 
we are to find a friendly soul. Carlos and I have been alone for weeks 
and recently got bumped out of our base camp by a band of radicals. 
Pretty scary people.” 

“Yes, I’ve seen them, or some like them,” Marcus responded 
softly. “The rule of Law is gone and some of the survivors are, well, 
dangerous. Fear and desperation can break a person; reduce them to 
something less than human. I wasn’t sure about you two. You didn’t 
look like the type, but I was afraid.” 

He quickly gathered several boxes of bullets and a few other 
supplies while Carlos and I finished packing our spoils, which 
included more ammunition and also lighters, and two rain ponchos. 
Our packs were getting rather heavy. 

We found a sheltered spot in the hills about an hour’s walk 
from the gun shop and set up camp. There wasn’t enough cover 
to safely build an inconspicuous campfire. Fortunately, the sterno 
worked. 

Carlos said that if I cooked, he’d clean up. So, I cooked up 
the usual beans and a can of cut franks. For dessert, we had some 
slightly stiff cinnamon rolls and canned peaches. While we ate, we 
told Marcus our stories. He listened attentively, but said nothing. 

Afterwards, Carlos set about cleaning up the dishware while 
I, all bundled warmly in a woolen sweater and coat, filled my pipe and 
sat comfortably against a tree. Marcus pulled out a pack of cigarettes 
and tapped them several times on his knee. A quick orange flash of 
lighter illuminated his lined face for an instant. 
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“You know,” he said, “I had quit smoking several years ago.” 

The faint radiance of a star pushed through the bleak haze of 
night. Carlos pointed to the south, and we saw the lights of three 
flying machines as they made their way lazily over the smoldering 
remains of the dead city. 

“I wonder what they’re looking for.” I said. 

“Probably looking for food,” the boy replied. 

“When you were in the prison, did the aliens make any effort 
to communicate?” Marcus asked Carlos. 

Carlos, still watching the fliers, answered, “I don’t think so. 
Whenever they came it was only to eat. I felt pressure in my head. 
It almost hurt. I guessed it was something they did. Maybe they do 
it to paralyze their food. I don’t know.” 

“Remarkable,” the man said half to himself. “The boy saw 
the Martians up close and lived to tell it.” He gazed absently at the 
fliers. 

“Martians!” I said. 

“Hmm>?” He was startled out of his reverie. “Yes, they come 
from Mars. Yes, yes, 1 know — the official word was that Mars is 
lifeless. And so its surface is. There hasn’t been life on the surface, 
or even signs of life, for many eons. ‘These beings lived deep beneath 
the surface of Mars near the still warm core. They may have even 
evolved in the planet’s interior. We don’t know for sure.” 

“So, how do you know this?” I asked. 

“Tm an extra-planetary biologist, specializing in Mars. I was 
part of the Space Biology Division at JPL.” 

“What’s JPL?” Carlos asked. 

“Jet Propulsion Laboratory.” I said. “Part of Cal-tech and 
NASA.” 

“Yes, well,” the scientist continued. “We were trying to 
determine if any threat from Mars still existed. Our rovers and 
satellites were unable to find any sign of activity. “I’m sure they were 
aware of our encroachment yet, strangely, they paid them no mind. 
Based on this utter lack of contact many thought that the Martians 
had either abandoned Mars, or had gone extinct. I would have 
agreed if not for the probes.” 
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“Wait a minute. So, you and the government had prior 
knowledge of these monsters?” I asked. 

“Oh, yes, of course. They apparently had been visiting our 
planet for some time until, oh, about seventy years or so ago; one of 
their craft was shot down over the desert in Arizona.” 

“What, the Roswell crash was true?” I interrupted. 

“No, no. Roswell is in New Mexico and that was a failed 
high altitude constant-level balloon experiment. No, this was 1939 
and our military shot the craft down over the northern edge of the 
Sonoran desert in Arizona. In a way you can say we started this. 

“Tm sorry,” he said, reacting to the look on my face, “but 
President Roosevelt decided secrecy was best. The government feared 
the chaos that such knowledge would most certainly bring about. 
Especially since they knew we were very vulnerable in the face of the 
alien technology. They also feared the terrible consequences if the 
technology fell into the wrong hands.” 

“What’d’ya mean by ‘probes’, Doc?” Carlos asked. 

“Well, after that incident, the Martians sent hundreds of 
presumably unmanned probes over the decades, but we were never 
able to capture one. Around the mid to late 70s they had apparently 
stopped, but not before a lot of people had seen them.” 

“So, all that seeming nonsense about alien abduction and 
such was true?” I asked. 

“To an extent. The US government encouraged the fringe 
UFO fanatics with half-truths and disinformation so that their 
excesses would obscure the reality. Worked pretty well, too. The 
public at large did not want to know the truth and they readily 
believed anything that supported their safe beliefs. Just keep all of 
the scary weird stuff at the fringes where it can be marginalized and 
scoffed at, or as tongue-in-cheek sci-fi TV where we can be safely 
creeped out and then laugh at ourselves.” 

“But, had we been forewarned!” I exclaimed standing 
abruptly. “I could have structured my life accordingly. I would have 
taken measures to get my family to safety. What gave you the right 
to keep this knowledge from us?” 

I began pacing, anger and frustration growing in my mind. 
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“That decision,” the scientist said ignoring my growing 
agitation, “was made decades ago and has been upheld by every 
administration since. Personally, I agree with you, but if I had gone 
public I would have been ostracized from the scientific community, 
demeaned, discredited and ridiculed by the media, and I would have 
lost all security clearance and been unable to continue my work. 
Moreover, I had felt that my work could have eventually aided us in 
developing defenses against the invaders. 

“I was wrong, however. We were all wrong. We hadn't the 
slightest notion of the magnitude of the power the Martians would 
unleash on us. 

“Martian technology was ahead of us in 1939. They had 
conquered interplanetary travel, something of which we were still 
only dreaming. They moved about in mechanical cybernetic bodies, 
which could be brought down with enough firepower. And their 
weaponry consisted primarily of unbelievably powerful lasers. 

“There were three Martians in the craft. One was killed in 
the initial military operation that downed the ship. The surviving 
two, however, immediately manned small three-legged machines 
and wiped out the company of soldiers that had surrounded the crash 
site. 

“A battalion with heavy artillery was sent in and, after 
a terrible battle with many lives lost, finally destroyed the alien 
machines. The Martians were killed in the battle and taken for study. 
I’m sure this unprovoked attack greatly influenced how they chose to 
deal with us after that. 

“The ship was sparsely equipped. The technology that gave 
it flight and maneuverability was nearly undecipherable. Along with 
the three aliens, there were also a few dozen bi-pedal creatures that 
had apparently been brought along as a food source. 

“But just think of it, only two Martians armed with the 
weaponry of their small personal walkers were nearly the equal of a 
whole U. S. Army battalion. 

“But their knowledge of warfare and their technology grew 
exponentially over the past half century. We would have needed at 
least five hundred years to even begin to challenge the sheer power 
they threw against us. It was hopeless.” 
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“T still think the public should have been informed,” I said. 

“Maybe you're right, but what if the other side is right? The 
knowledge that a nearby alien race might attack at any given moment 
and there’s next to nothing we can do about it. Could you imagine 
the riots, murders, suicides, and etcetera? In other words, mass 
despair and a total breakdown of society. What if Roosevelt was 
right and the public really couldn't handle the truth?” 

“But,” I said as I stopped pacing and leaned against the 
tree with one hand, “had the nations united against the common 
threat and demonstrated true leadership the public would have come 
together. I’m sure of it! Just like during the Second World War.” 
I felt drained, but my hands shook with frustrated anger. I knelt 
down and shakily withdrew the pipe from my pack and filled it. Dr. 
Howard passed me his lighter. 

Faces glowed orange-red for an instant, then remained only 
as a shimmering after-image in the dark. The rich tobacco aroma 
hung in the motionless air. I felt the calming effect of the nicotine 
hit my nervous system. 

“Were you there, Doc?” Carlos asked. “Were you one of the 
scientists that studied the Martians?” 

“Good heavens, no. How old do you think Iam?” he laughed. 
“No, no, but I have made the study of that research my life’s work. 
I’ve even viewed the preserved remains of the aliens. However, by 
the time I came on board they were useless for study. The genetic 
degradation was far too great. I had to rely on the records and 
journals of the original team of researchers. 

“Individual Martians seem to be extremely long lived, 
perhaps living up to two or three hundred years. The bodies showed 
absolutely no sign of disease, or any physical malady for that matter. 
It seems that they've completely eliminated sickness on Mars. 

“T believe the Martians themselves are actively responsible for 
their evolution, having deliberately manipulated their own DNA in 
the relentless pursuit of intellectual perfection and continued survival 
in a dying world.” 

He was quiet for a moment as if gathering his thoughts. 

“In fact they're not much more than a head,” Dr. Howard 
continued. 
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“They don’t even have an internal digestive system, and their 
diet seems to consist solely of filtered blood taken directly into the 
bloodstream.” 

“Yeah, I already figured that one out, Doc,” Carlos said. 

Marcus ignored Carlos’ interruption and continued, “The 
Martian brain somewhat resembles the human brain with several 
notable differences.” 

He continued, stroking his beard and sounded like a professor 
lecturing his students. “The first is that they have three primary lobes 
as contrasted with our two. The Martian brain is anatomically complex 
and highly complicated; both histologically and microscopically, 
demonstrating evidence of natural as well as highly, perhaps even 
artificially, accelerated evolutionary processes. It’s been hypothesized 
that they intentionally modified their bodies into the simplest form 
possible, a head with manipulative appendages. 

“Not hands, mind you, but tentacles. Since natural selection 
would almost certainly not favor tentacles over hands in a higher 
species, we conclude that they were artificially evolved. But why 
would an advanced species do such a thing? Because the tentacles 
act like nerves as they interface with their mechanical bodies. 

“Also fascinating are the similarities Martian neurobiology 
has with cephalopods. Take the manipulative appendages for 
example: Like an octopus, ganglia processes information in order 
for the Martian to react rapidly and control the movement of their 
many arms. 

“Unlike us and other mammals, Martians, like cephalopods, 
do not have a central nervous system comprising of one main nerve 
cord swollen at one end to form a brain. Martians have a triple cord 
system that...” 

Marcus paused. He had finally noticed our blank faces and 
glazing eyes. 

“Well, perhaps we could discuss the finer points of Martian 
neurology some other time. However, what’s of more interest, perhaps, 
is how machines serve as their bodies. “The Martian wears a different 
mechanical body to suit its purpose. The interface between the 
Martian mind and the machine is seamless. Their tentacles plug right 
into the console and become, essentially, a somatic nervous system 
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sending the Martian’s intent directly to the machine. The machine 
becomes the Martian’s body. 

“After the deaths of our unfortunate Martian explorers, the 
alien machinery was seized and, after discovering that the secrets of the 
alien technology were beyond the ability of the scientific community 
to unlock, stored in an undisclosed government warehouse. It was 
hoped that further technological advances would eventually shine 
light on the alien science. But, even after seven decades, we were 
never able to understand how the interface took place. So, we were 
never able to even turn the machines on, let alone study how they 
worked. 

“Even their laser technology, something we were working on 
ourselves, was beyond our understanding. It has been proposed that 
they somehow accessed a quantum power source. 

“Based on the obvious superior technology of the aliens, 
the United States government and our allies, especially England, 
prepared for the eventuality of an invasion. 

“The race to crack the atom was pursued not as a weapon to be 
used against other human beings, but as a potential defense against 
the aliens. It was happenstance that the atomic bomb was used to 
end the war in the Pacific and established the United States as the 
dominant world power. 

“Concurrent with the astonishing advances in our defense 
technologies, the Martians bent the immeasurable fullness of their 
thought upon war.” 

“Was it ever discovered why they were here in the first place?” 
I asked. 

“No, how could we know. For all we knew, they never even 
intended to invade. Perhaps they merely wanted to make contact with 
us. Ask us if we would share our resources to help them survive on 
their dying world. Or, maybe, they only regarded us as local wildlife 
and wished only to set up a research facility. Who knows?” 

“And we, like wild animals, attacked and killed them,” I 
said. 

“Hmm. Yes. Well, this time using, what I believe to be, the 
last of their resources they built nine gigantic, egg-shaped vessels, 
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and with hundreds of small asteroids in gravitational tow, abandoned 
their home world. 

“Somehow crossing the gulf of nearly 60 million miles in 
seconds, they positioned their vessels in a carefully calculated orbit 
around the Earth. 

“Our satellite and communications network was attacked and 
quickly neutralized, rendering the laser defense shield inoperable and 
greatly hindered any global military coordination. Even if they did 
regard us as animals, they did not underestimate our strength. 

“Next, hundreds of small asteroids were dropped with 
unerring accuracy. ‘The asteroids, between ten and fifty meters in 
length, struck the Earth like hundreds of nuclear explosions. In 
minutes, they had destroyed nearly every major city and military base 
on the planet. As you already know the impacts caused earthquakes, 
volcanic activity, tsunamis, and spewed clouds of dirt, ash and debris 
into the atmosphere. 

“From orbit, invisible beams of energy a thousand times more 
powerful than had been used in the first conflict, tore through the 
Earth’s atmosphere annihilating nuclear missile and power sites, 
chemical, weapon, and industrial factories. Any region of dense 
human activity that hadn’t already been destroyed was targeted. 

“The orbital assault lasted just under two hours. Then the 
Martians came. 

“Vessels nearly half a mile high gently lighted on our world, 
and opened their great doors. Tri-pedal fighting-machines with 
power that dwarfed anything we possessed, and thousands upon 
thousands of flying machines emerged. Each equipped with the 
awesome laser, the malevolent black powder that kills any organic 
thing it touches, and a gravitational singularity shield generator able 
to absorb anything we could throw at them. 

“They were counting on absolute, overwhelming force to 
quickly defeat us. The staggering power they unleashed on the earth 
was beyond anything we had anticipated. They weren’t taking any 
chances. Either they took the Earth, or extinction took them.” 

Dr. Howard removed his glasses and absently cleaned them 
with the inside of his shirt. He put them back on and lit another 
cigarette. 
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“Weren't you monitoring Mars?” I asked, “How could ships 
as huge as that, just show up without you knowing?” 

“You're right. We did know they were coming. First, we lost 
all contact with the rovers on the surface and our satellites in orbit 
around Mars. ‘Then our observatories announced activity above Mars 
— nine gigantic objects had appeared clustered just outside the orbit 
of the Martian moons. 

“We thought that we had some time to prepare for the 
confrontation. Then something astonishing occurred: they seemingly 
vanished and almost instantly reappeared in orbit around the Earth! 
Impossible! How did they do it?” 

He finished his cigarette and crushed it on a rock, then 
absently stripped the paper off the filter. 

“How did you survive?” I asked. 

“I was asleep in my home — my house was in Westwood near 
UCLA, where I frequently lectured, by the way - when my colleague, 
Ed Porter, contacted me with the news. I was on my way to the lab 
when the attack began. 

“The first few weeks I spent holed up with some other 
survivors in their house, while the Martians secured the city. I 
received communication from the lab that the emergency shelter was 
still safe and I decided to make for it. Regretfully my companions 
were too afraid to leave the relative safety of their home. 

“I already had my survival pack with me, but after narrowly 
escaping a gang of desperate thugs I realized that I needed to arm 
myself. You can understand my anxiety when I ran into you.” 

“How are you in contact with the lab?” 

He rustled around in his pack and pulled out a small radio. 
“Short-wave.” He said. “Plus this...” He held up his wrist upon 
which was what appeared to be a very small watch. “It’s a signal 
band. ‘The lab sends out an all clear signal every hour.” He showed 
me the green light on the band. “T’ve been in daily contact.” 

“That’s how you know all this stuff?” Carlos asked. 

“Yes. You can imagine how desperate I was for information 
right after the invasion. Fortunately the bunker survived the initial 
assault and my colleagues have kept me updated.” 


OV Jefferson We Weekley 


We sat quietly for a while. I lit my pipe and thought. Carlos 
rolled out his sleeping bag and retired. Marcus prepared his bedroll 
as well. 

“Tomorrow,” he said as he lay down, “I’m going to make my 
way to the bunker. I'd like it if you two would join me.” 

“Where is it?” I asked. 

“In the foothills near Pasadena. Other survivors were going 
to rendezvous there.” He closed his eyes. 

I sat up for a while longer thinking, before I turned in. 


I was walking in the red desert. Ahead of me I saw the small 
moss covered hill. “Nora!” I called. All was silent save the blowing of the 
wind. 


I awoke around nine by my watch, although the meager 
sunlight made it look more like early dawn. Carlos had breakfast 
already under way: a can of beans, some rice, and canned mixed 
fruit. I had fallen asleep sitting against the tree, and I struggled 
to straighten my stiff legs. Marcus was still under his blanket and 
snoring softly. 

I stretched, worked the kinks out and jogged in place to get 
the blood flowing, then I began making some coffee. 

“Good god! Is that coffee?” Marcus sat up and smiled. “It’s 
been weeks since I had a good cup of coffee.” 

“Well, I don’t know how good this is,” I said as I offered him 
a steaming cup. “Do you want sugar, cream?” I held up some sugar 
packets and a container of powdered creamer I had salvaged from 
the grocery store. 

“Black will do just fine. Thanks,” he said as he gratefully 
accepted the cup. He drank the whole cup straight down and handed 
it back for more. 

Carlos seemed a little skittish. 

“What's wrong, Carlos?” I asked. 

“Nothin’,” he said then, after a pause: “Well, maybe. Y’know, 
I feel like I’m kinda at the end of my rope.” 

I put my hand on his shoulder. “You have to hold on. Dr. 


Howard says he knows of a shelter we can try to make for.” 
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“Really!” Carlos brightened. “How far?” 

“In the foothills near Pasadena,” I said. “Still too close to that 
citadel for my taste though. But, it will have to do for now. That is, 
unless the Martians have found it.” 

“Stillin the green,” the scientist said holding up the transmitter 
on his wrist. “If the Martians had discovered the shelter an automatic 
warning signal should be flashing. I'll try to pick them up on the 
radio.” . 

Just then we heard the distant hooting of a Martian machine. 
Turning, we saw six fliers near the top of a row of mountains about 
two miles to the northwest. 

“See how they wheel and swoop, they've found something,” 
I said. % 

We watched while the metal objects defied gravity as they 
bobbed like corks in a bathtub. Then the popping of automatic rifles 
rolled across the distance. 

The mountainside went up in flames as the fliers turned their 
powerful lasers on their prey. There was an explosion, and a cloud of 
poisonous powder cascaded down the mountainside like an avalanche 
of black snow. 

The fliers bobbed for a few more moments, then wheeled 
quickly away in the direction of the Citadel. 

We sat staring at the ruined mountainside for several long 
minutes. 

The scientist grew silent and said no more while we packed 
up. After he had spoken with his colleague over the radio, we set out 
east to find Dr. Howard’s secret bunker. 


We followed the 101, which became the 134 highway, in 
silence for several hours stopping to rest every half hour or so, finally 
arriving at the outskirts of Glendale. Many of the ash-covered 
buildings had weathered the aftershocks without much visible 
damage. 

The streets were littered with debris and hundreds of wrecked 
or abandoned cars. Everywhere corpses lay strewn about rotting, and 
the alien mushrooms grew in great abundance around them. The 
red weed, in places thick as hedges, was slowly covering the cracked 
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streets and sidewalks, and the red creeping vine was spreading up the 
walls of the deserted buildings. 

Near us, a police car had been overturned, and beyond it 
several more were smashed and ruined. In some places, fires still 
blazed spewing smoke into the polluted haze of the grim sky. Black 
powder covered the ground in great patches. 

Where the powder lay were scores of dead. ‘The bodies 
contorted, and their faces frozen in horrible poisoned agony. Clouds 
of flies buzzed around the corpses and the stench of death befouled 
the air. I guessed that the powder must remain potent for only a 
short while, because buzzards and other scavengers had defiled many 
of the bodies. 

“The poison becomes inert in the presence of moisture,” 
Marcus offered apparently guessing my mind. 

“Fight them and they poison or burn you,” I said. “Don’t 
fight them, and they capture and eat you. Some choice. We've been 
reduced to furtively hiding like rabbits hoping to be overlooked by 
the hungry shadows in the sky.” 

I stumbled against Carlos, who was standing dazed and 
staring fixedly at the dead. His hands hung limply by his sides and 
he began to shake. Just a little at first, then more violently. I put my 
arm around his shoulders. “Come on, Carlos. It’s no good standing 
here.” 

“I don’t like it here,” he said his voice weak and quiet. “I don’t 
know how much more of this I can take.” 

“The world isn’t going to erase what’s happened just because 
you can't deal with it.” I said a little more sharply than I had intended. 
He jerked his head toward me, a stung expression on his face. 

“You have to be strong.” I said taking a breath and calming 
my voice. “Don’t look at them. Distract your mind by thinking 
about things you like. Pretend that you're in a story. Do you have 
a favorite?” 

“The Lord of the Rings.” 

“That’s one of my favorites, too.” I smiled. “Imagine, then, 
that you're on a grand quest with wizards and warriors and we've got 
to escape the goblins.” 
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He nodded again uneasily. “Which are you? Wizard or 
warrior?” 

I chuckled and patted him on the back. 

We walked on without speaking. A growing feeling of 
unease was creeping up my spine and raising the hairs at the back of 
my neck. ‘The feeling evoked the memory of my go-dan test in Japan 
sO many years ago: 


I had knelt with my back to the Grandmaster. Others had 
closed their eyes when taking the fifth degree black belt test, but I 
felt that I should keep my eyes half open and softly focused, because 
I wanted all of my senses in action. I wanted to feel the floor beneath 
me, smell the air, and see light and shadows. When the eyes are 
closed, hearing takes over, and tilts the rest of the senses out of 
balance. 

The Grandmaster said to the gathered judges: “the go-dan 
no shiken is a battle with the unknown.” He tapped both shoulders 
and the top of my head with the edge of his 4o-en, signaling that 
the test was beginning. I knew that he stood behind me, eyes closed 
and with the wooden sword raised. At some point, he would focus 
his intent on striking me. IfI failed to sense it, I could be seriously 
injured if not killed. 

After what seemed like hours, I felt the hairs prickle on 
my neck, and a sensation beneath my navel like a rope, pulled me 
forward. Time seemed to stop and the next thing I knew, I was 
several feet away from the Grandmaster. ‘The tip of his do-ken rested 
where my head had been. I had successfully rolled clear and had been 
awarded the go-dan. 


Dr. Howard had gone on ahead, and was now waiting for us 
to catch up. Just then I felt, more than saw, a shadow move behind 
a broken wall. Then another moved across the street. 

“Marcus, look out,” I shouted drawing my gun as I ran. 

A weapon fired and Marcus staggered and fell to the ground. 
A chilling silence fell over me like a cowl, and I fired two shots into 
the shadows where the report had issued. Someone grunted in pain, 
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cried out, and fell noisily onto a garbage can. “Carlos, draw your 
weapon, we're under attack!” 

We ran to Marcus’ fallen form, and stood back to back. 
“They're only orcs, they're only orcs.” I heard Carlos mutter under 
his breath. 

“Breathe, son, relax and breathe. That’s it. You can’t defend 
yourself if youre tense. Relax.” I quickly instructed him. 

Fourteen shadows separated from the gloom and surrounded 
us. ‘The shadows became fourteen dirty and feral boys. Hatred and 
fear shone in their eyes as they slowly circled, each with a pistol 
trained on us. 

I couldn't tell if they were going to kill us outright, or if they 
were trying to come up with a way to capture us without being shot. 
Maybe, | thought, they're working for the Martians. Maybe they capture 
stray people and sell them to the invaders. I followed my own advice, 
took several deep breaths, and found the cold stillness again. 

I heard a moan at my feet. Marcus was still alive, but I 
couldn't tell how badly he was hurt. 

“We don’t want any trouble,” I said evenly. “Just let us go 
our way.” 

“No trouble? You popped one of ours, fucker. You got nothin’ 
but trouble with us,” a tall, wiry boy shouted. 

“Listen, boy, you fired at us first and shot my friend,” I said 
in as menacing a voice I could muster. I wanted them to think that 
I was more dangerous than I felt. “I might be more trouble than you 
want.” 

“Soon’s we pop you, there won't be no trouble,” another boy 
shouted. 

I leveled the barrel of my pistol at the eyes of the tall, wiry 
boy. 

“Look, boy, if you don’t just walk away you will die first.” 

He balked, but quickly regained his courage when he realized 
that the others saw his fear. “Fuck you! Fuck you!” He bellowed 
and spat. 

“This is it Carlos,” I hissed. “Make every shot count.” 
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We braced for the assault. I made a quick glance down at 
Marcus and saw that he was awake and had his gun ready in his hand. 
He forced a smile. Good, I thought. They won't expect that. 

Suddenly, one of the boys flew straight up into the air, then 
another and another. 

The tall boy cried out and ducked. A metallic whip just 
missed his head. Another whip lashed out and snared a boy behind 
us. I looked up. _ 

Three Martian fliers had stolen over us. 

The remaining boys opened fire on the fliers drawing their 
attention. I knelt and shouted over the gunfire, “Marcus, can you 
walk?” 

“Sure. Why not?” He choked through a grimace. 

I helped him to his feet and the three of us quickly made for 
cover. 

Our assailants, still firing, had scattered and the fliers pursued 
them. I kicked down a door and we ducked inside. Glancing back, I 
saw the tall wiry kid kicking and screaming as he was flung into the 
retaining compartment on a flier’s back. 

“We can’t stay here,” Carlos said. 

“I agree whole heartedly,” Marcus added. 

We ran down a hallway and then crawled under some fallen 
debris to the back of the building. I cautiously peered through a 
partially collapsed wall. There was no sign of the alien machines. We 
dashed across a parking lot, crossed another street and into a hotel. 

Inside we collapsed on the lobby floor out of breath. I noticed 
that Marcus’ left arm was soaked with blood. 

“Here, let me look at that,” I said and carefully pulled off his 
coat. 

I got out one of the first-aid kits, and with a pair of scissors 
cut the shirtsleeve away. Quickly, I wrapped his arm with a cloth to 
staunch the bleeding. 

“T think we should find a safer spot and try to get some more 
light. Carlos, let’s find some water.” 

We found several small bottles of water, a box of crackers 
and some candy in a closet behind the reception area. Carlos found 
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a suitable room on the first floor. I set up a couple of flashlights and 
examined Marcus’ injury. 

“Tt looks like the bullet passed through your bicep,” I said as 
I cleaned and dressed the wound as best I could. “You've lost a bit of 
blood. You'll need to rest for a while.” 

“You'll get no argument out of me,” Marcus said. After 
swallowing some pain medication, he got into the nearest bed and 
fell into a deep sleep. 

“Carlos, you doing okay?” I whispered. 

“T’m all right,” he murmured. He didn’t look at me as he got 
under his blankets and turned toward the wall. 


I awoke late the following afternoon. Rolling stiffly out of 
bed I yawned, fired up some sterno, and heated some water for coffee. 
Marcus was still asleep, but the smell of coffee roused him. Carlos 
sat quietly staring out of the window, mechanically drinking a cup 
of water. 

We breakfasted on some beef jerky, hard biscuits, crackers, 
and a chocolate bar for dessert. Carlos didn’t say anything, and when 
he was finished eating, he returned to the window and resumed 
staring. 

“Do you think you can travel tomorrow?” I asked the 
professor. 

“Yes, I think one more day ought to do it. oO arm is sore, 
but otherwise I feel okay.” 

I thought for a moment then said: “I agree. We're all pretty 
shaken by last night and I know we could use the rest. Plus, it’s nice 
having real beds to sleep on.” 

Marcus gingerly stretched his arm and stood up. “Whoa!” 
he said and quickly sat back down. “I little light headed. I’d better 
move a little slower.” 

He slowly stood and leaned on the wall for a moment. He 
then walked over to the window and sat across from Carlos. “How 
are you doing?” he asked. 

Carlos looked up at him. “I...I don’t know how much more 
of this I can take. I...” 
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Marcus looked at him with understanding and sympathy. 
“You were very brave last night,” he said finally. “I don’t know if I 
can ever thank you adequately.” 

“Don’t thank me,” he said. “ThankJon. He held it all together. 
I was a mess. I nearly pissed my pants and ran. I was so afraid.” 

“But you didn’t run,” Marcus said. “Bravery doesn’t mean 
youre never afraid. Bravery is doing what needs doing despite your 
fear. Therefore, I repeat: you were very brave last night.” 

Carlos gave him a small smile. “Thanks.” 

Marcus squeezed Carlos’ shoulder with his good hand. 
“You're going to do just fine,” he said. 

“I’ve got a surprise for you,” I said offering Carlos a steaming 
cup. ‘ 
“What’s that? Hot chocolate! Where'd you find that?” he 
exclaimed. 

I pointed at the table. On it sat a hotel courtesy bowl with 
packs of coffee and decaf, sugar, and packets of towelettes. “Ill add 
the coffee to our store, but the decaf is for the next visitors!” We 
laughed. 


Chapter six 


The Journey to the Shelter 


The next day, we were hiking along the 2 Freeway heading north. 
We encountered no trouble, and by midday, made it to a hilltop 
overlooking Foothill Boulevard. 

“The shelter’s only a couple more hours walk,” Marcus said 
weakly. Then, he stumbled. 

Carlos caught him and helped him to the ground. 

I gave him some water. “I think we can camp here and rest 
for today. We'll finish tomorrow,” I said. 

After eating, Marcus was doing a little better and I changed 
his bandages. He was slightly feverish and in pain. 

“You have an infection,” I said. “I should have started you on 
these right away.” I got out a bottle of antibiotics. “Are you allergic?” 
I asked. 

“Not that I know of.” 

“Take one of these. You'll need one every four hours for the 
next week or so.” I also handed him some pain medicine. 

“I'm sorry we have to stop,” he said after he had washed down 
his medicine. “T hate holding us up like this.” 
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“Hey,” I said. “You were shot, remember? I’m amazed you 
were able to push yourself this far. Besides, it’s not like punctuality 
means a lot anymore.” 

“No, I guess it doesn’t,” Marcus admitted. He sat back and 
rested, then on impulse, fished out the radio. 

I stood and began stretching my tired legs. Carlos sat down 
nearby and looked at me. 

“What's up?” I said. 

“How are you able to do it?” he asked after a moment’s 
hesitation. 

“Do what?” 

“Keep us going?” 

“No other choice,” I replied. 

“But you weren't even afraid when those gang kids tried to 
kill us,” Carlos said. 

“Oh, I was afraid. In fact, I was shaking in my boots. But I 
remembered what an old teacher of mine once told me: “The greatest 
betrayal of one’s self is to be a coward in the face of danger’. 

“What’s more, the Martians have taken everything I cared 
for from me and I have nothing left to lose. You see; the worst thing 
I can imagine has already happened to me. 

“I was afraid of those kids, but more than that, I was angry. 
The world has fallen under the greatest catastrophe in history. 
And all those punks could do is prey on their fellows for no better 
reason other than their myopic, selfish hatred for everyone, except 
themselves. I was angry with them, angry with the Martians, angry 
with myself for not being able to save my wife. My anger outweighed 
my fear. That’s all. 

“But, truth be told, anger and determination wouldn't have 
won that fight. There were way too many of them. It was blind 
chance that the fliers turned up when they did.” 

I sat down in order to be level with Carlos. 

“Besides, you didn’t do too bad yourself,” I added. “Even 
though you were afraid you stood your ground. I was proud to have 
you at my side. You've done some remarkable things since this crisis 


began. Be proud of yourself.” 
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“That’s pretty much what the Professor said too,” Carlos said 
blushing. “But,” he said as he fought back tears, “All I want are my 
folks and Greg back. I don’t care how brave I’ve been. It won’t bring 
them back.” 

Unable to say anything more, I put my arm around him and 
we were still for a long while. 


Marcus had put his radio away and was leaning against a tree 
quietly looking out toward the southwest. “On a clear day you could 
see the ocean from here,” he said almost to himself. He shook his 
head as if to clear away the thoughts darkening his mind and closed 
his eyes. 

Later I sat smoking my pipe and gazed up at the leafless 
branches of the dormant tree. The red weed hadn't overtaken the 
hilltop yet, and dead leaves covered the ground around me. Other 
plants that didn’t need direct sunlight were still green and thriving. 

The silence of the night was profound. Part of me kept 
expecting to hear the horns and motors of the thousands of cars 
that once, not so long ago, rushed along the highway. Now they sat 
lifeless and silent, a jumble of metal and broken glass. Smoke still 
rose from burning plastic and rubber. The sickly sweet stench of the 
dead hung like a shroud. 

I searched my feelings and found only emptiness. No anger, 
no sadness, just a cold dispassionate void. 

The cold was a part of the feral mind. Not the animal panic 
that had gripped me when I had first fled, but something else, 
something bigger. Something older. 

I remembered the face of my wife. I had wept when I realized 
that she was dead. Now I couldn’t weep. I missed her profoundly, 
but the dull, throbbing ache was gone. The grief had been bundled 
up and stored away. A cocoon wrapped and stored in a dark corner 
of my mind. 

Taking a long draw on my pipe, I watched one solitary star 
with enough strength to shine through the polluted sky. Nearby, 
an owl soundlessly swooped down on an unwary mouse and tore its 
claws into the rodent’s body. In the distance, the howl of a hound 
calling for his lost master pierced the night. 
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“Can't sleep?” Marcus asked from his sleeping bag. 

“Not yet. I was just thinking about tomorrow. After the 
shelter, then what?” 

“I don’t know,” he answered as he painfully pushed himself 
up and leaned against the tree next to me. “Perhaps all that’s left for 
us is to figure out how to live under the Martian shadow.” 

“That’s it? You really think we're beaten?” 

“Beaten? No. As long as there are some of us alive we're not 
beaten. Nevertheless, our lives will take on a different shape. We 
may not be entirely beaten, but barring a miracle, I don’t think the 
Martians are going anywhere soon. The Martians are to us like a 
natural catastrophe. In order to survive we must adapt.” 

We were quiet for a while. I refilled my pipe and glanced at 
Marcus. He leaned against the tree and looked out over the rooftops 
of the empty houses lying dark and silent beneath us while he stroked 
his beard. 

“Were you able to reach your friends?” I asked. 

“Yes, they're expecting us tomorrow.” 

He continued to stroke his beard and I smoked silently for a 
while. 

He broke the silence and said, “Some have hypothesized 
that the Martians are in fact native to some other planet, perhaps 
even another stellar system. However, that hypothesis opens up a 
Pandora’s Box of other problems.” 

I listened politely. I realized that expounding this way was 
Marcus’s way of dealing with stress. 

“Studies of the red vegetation showed that it produces a 
remarkable amount of oxygen and that direct sunlight is harmful to 
it. I’m convinced that there are, or were, dense subterranean forests 
in vast, damp caverns supplying ample oxygen for life.” 

He paused briefly and grimaced as he repositioned himself 
against the tree. 

“I think,” he went on, “the Martians will begin tunneling 
and build underground cities mimicking their home environment. 
Of course I am going out on the limb of speculation.” 

“So, you think they'll leave us alone?” Carlos said as he sat 


up. 
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“No, I didn’t say that. But we may be able to create a kind 
of co-existence with them. I think they’ll live underground, at first, 
but they will surely build on the surface, as there’s no environmental 
condition keeping them underground. And there are other reasons 
for them to come up. Remember, we're food to them.” 

Carlos blanched and lay back down. 

“Well, youre a bright light of sunny optimism aren’t you?” 
I said. 

“Sorry.” 

We were quiet then. Marcus groaned in pain and lay.down 
again. After a while, I heard Marcus snoring softly and then I drifted 
off to sleep leaning against the tree. 

The sound of a Martian siren awakened us several hours later. 
I quickly lay prone on the ground. The sound peeled out again and 
I perceived that it was some distance away to the south. 

Peeking over the edge of the hill, I saw six, away off, gracefully 
striding with their strange unsettling gait. 

“I think we should make all haste to the shelter,” I said. 
“Marcus. How’s the arm?” 

“Sore as hell, but I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” 

“How are you doing Carlos?” 

Carlos smiled and gave me the thumbs up. 


“All right then. Let’s go.” 





After about an hour’s march, Marcus announced that we 
were almost there. We walked down Oak Grove Drive past the 
horse stables. The smell of rotting flesh assailed my nostrils, and we 
saw dozens of rotting horse carcasses covered with flies and vultures. 
The drone of the flies drowned out any other sound and dozens of 
buzzards scattered as we walked by, then swiftly settled again to 
their rancid feast. The red weed grew in thick clumps around the 
water troughs. 

Carlos pointed out a cloud of smoke rising up on the far side 
of the complex. “That doesn’t look good,” I said. 

Marcus checked his signal device. “Still clear,” he said. 

We made our way along Surveyor Road then turned and 
walked between some buildings until we found the Mall area. Many 
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of the structures were intact, but flames and smoke billowed from 
several of the buildings. It looked as though the red weed had 
exploded out of the central fountain and spilled out nearly filling the 
Mall. A brown scum preceded the advance of the weed. 

We passed through the Mall and began walking along 
Mariner Road. 

“You know, Marcus, the last time I was here was back in ’03. 
JPL had had their first public open house since the attack on the 
World Trade Center.” 

“I remember,” he said. “I was one of the lecturers at the Mars 
exhibit.” 

A sudden recognition hit me. “That was you! I sat in on your 
talk. You said that we had not found any evidence to support whether 
or not life might exist on Mars!” 

“Yes. Well, only a few of us, even here, knew the truth. I had 
to tow the line. Besides, I hedged my talk by limiting it to the surface 
of the planet. If you remember, I did say that life could possibly exist 
subsurface. That was before the two rovers had been sent and proved 
that water had been present on the surface long ago.” 

“Spirit and Opportunity,” | said. 

“Yes. Well, there were a couple of NASA researchers, uh, 
Carol Stoker and Larry Lemke. They worked out of Ames up in 
Silicon Valley. They were getting a little too close to the truth. 
Carol and Larry were convinced that life could exist on Mars in 
subsurface microbial ecosystems similar to some of the unusual life 
forms discovered in extreme environments here on Earth. They were 
close, but no cigar. But, they were close enough and their research 
proved insightful. We brought them on board a few years ago. God, 
I hope they made it to safety in time. 

“Oh, hey,” he stopped walking, “the entrance to the shelter is 
up there; cut right into the side of the hill,” Marcus pointed toward 
the hill a short distance beyond the burning buildings. “T couldn't 
get them on the radio, but the signal is still green.” 

He started to step out into the open when I placed my hand 
in front of him. “Look there,” I whispered, as I pointed to the right 
of the tallest building on which the number 303 could yet be made 
out. 
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There stood one of the Martian tri-peds, the great hood with 
its ebony eye roving side to side, as if searching for something. 

We slowly ducked behind an abandoned truck. 

“What do we do?” asked Carlos. 

“Wait,” I said. 

Marcus looked at the transmitter again. ‘The light had 
turned red. “Nice of them to give us fair warning,” he said aloud to 
himself. 

The tri-ped blasted an ear splitting siren-call. An answering 
call rang out somewhere behind us. 

“We're trapped!” Carlos exclaimed. The shadow of mounting 
terror darkened his voice. 

I squeezed his shoulder and hissed, “Quickly, we have to 
move...now!” 

I grabbed Marcus and dragged both of them up. We ran to 
the far corner of the nearest structure and dove behind a pile of debris 
just as the colossal machine stepped into view. The spiked ends of its 
segmented legs barely brushed the concrete as it stepped noiselessly 
past us and continued on toward the first tri-ped. 

This was the first time I had beheld these machines close up. 
I was struck by how alive they appeared. They were clearly machines, 
being made of a copper colored metal, but they looked and moved 
like something organic. 

‘The passing tri-ped had no wheels, gears, or obvious robotic 
joints. The legs seemed as though they were made of sinew and 
muscle, segmented like those of a gigantic, living insect. “Bugs” 
Roland White had called them. The body had the appearance of a 
brazen, hard-shelled beetle with articulated ropes that dangled and 
whipped beneath it. The single luminescent visor wrapped around 
its face and served as its cyclopean eye. One of the tentacles held 
an egg-shaped object that matched Carlos’ description of the laser 
generator. 

All of a sudden, an explosion erupted at its feet throwing it off 
balance, but instead of toppling, it slowed in mid-fall as if supported 
by strings and floated weightlessly. The legs curled up beneath as it 
righted itself. The machine then lowered its legs and kept walking 
as if nothing had happened. 
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‘The first tri-ped wheeled and its laser whipped toward the 
source of the attack. A squadron of heavily armored assault vehicles 
rumbled down Mariner Road and fired cannons and rockets at the 
invader. 

‘The ceramic armor of the lead vehicle grew red as the laser 
bore down on it. The armor cracked and the vehicle exploded, but not 
before the combined fire assault of the attack force had overwhelmed 
the tri-ped’s singularity shield. Several shells impacted the body of 
the alien machine and it staggered back into the already damaged 
building behind it. Chunks of concrete thundered to the ground in 
a great cloud of dust. 

The second tri-ped let loose its laser and two more of the 
assault vehicles exploded in a fiery hail of ceramic and metal. The 
remaining defenders directed their combined might on the second 
tri-ped. The gravity shield absorbed the greatly reduced firepower. 

A pod-shaped container launched from a tube that had 
extended out of the body of the tri-ped and exploded in the midst of 
the assault vehicles. Black powdery foam poured out and washed over 
the street burying the armored cars, but to no avail. I guessed that 
the armor was sealed against chemical attack and the assault against 
the tri-ped continued unabated. 

By now the first tri-ped, showing no signs of damage, had 
recovered and its laser was flashing in the smoky pall. 

We made a mad dash for the side of the hill. Fortunately, the 
heavier-than-air foam, pooled like liquid on the ground and we were 
already high enough to be out of danger. 

A helicopter roared overhead and landed a quarter of a mile 
away from the battle. 

“They're evacuating the shelter,” Marcus shouted over the 
clamor. “Those soldiers back there are sacrificing themselves.” 

“We need. to get to that helicopter,” I yelled over the 
clamor. 

We took off running, but Marcus, fevered and already 
exhausted, stumbled. Carlos and I caught him and dragged him 
toward the rescuers as another unit of close-combat vehicles wheeled 
into view firing rockets at the alien machines. 
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I glanced back and saw a third tri-ped approaching, trapping 
the doomed assault force in a pincher. 

“Run!” I cried. 

Two soldiers had leapt out of the helicopter with weapons at 
ready, while over a dozen people ran from an opening in the hillside. 
At our approach, the soldiers aimed their rifles at us and ordered us 
to stop. 

Marcus caught his breath and said, “We're friends! I’m Dr. 
Marcus Howard.” 

“Marcus!” a balding, elderly man with thick glasses cried 
and pushed through the soldiers. He caught Marcus in an embrace. 
“Come, we've been found out. We're being evacuated to a military 
shelter.” He turned to the soldiers. “Help us! Can’t you see he’s 
hurt?” 

The two men lowered their rifles and helped us onto the 
transport. 

In less than two minutes, the helicopter was air-borne and 
speeding over the San Gabriel Mountain Range. 

Along with the pilot and the two soldiers, seventeen refugees 
were crammed into the tight cabin. 

“Alien aircraft at five o'clock,” the younger soldier cried. 
Several of us peered out of a window and saw three fliers approaching 
at an astonishing pace. 

“That’s impossible. Nothing can fly that fast,” the soldier 
said. 

“We're done for,” a man lamented. 

To our relief the fliers stopped and hovered over the three 
tri-peds. Then when their lasers joined the tri-peds’, we realized 
that we were witnessing the final doom of the assault force that had 
served as diversion. Marcus’ friend began crying and was joined by 
other muffled sobs. 

I watched the massacre with cold detachment. 

“Twenty of our most advanced mobile assault vehicles 
destroyed and not a single enemy casualty,” the younger soldier, 
‘Hayes, William - Private First Class’ was stenciled over his pocket, 
observed in a distant voice. 
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“Good thing there weren't any enemy casualties, Bill. The 
attack was meant solely as a diversion. If one of the enemy had been 
destroyed none of us would be here, and you know it,” the other 
soldier, Corporal Dean Turner, said. He then turned to us, “don’t 
be too upset. The units were A.I. controlled. No one was killed 
back there. We just lost some very expensive hardware, that’s all.” 
He turned back to the Private and slapped him on the shoulder 
affectionately. 

Relief washed over Marcus’ friend, and he smiled and patted 
Marcus on the back. 

We had dipped below the line of sight, as the pilot flew the 
helicopter as low as possible over the mountainous terrain. The 
Martians hadn't yet.taken chase, and I guessed that they were 
destroying what remained of the JPL complex. 

After five minutes of stomach churning dips and climbs, I 
saw a clearing up ahead. As we approached, a dark line split the 
clearing and began to widen revealing an underground hanger. The 
pilot maneuvered the helicopter through the opening and onto the 
hidden landing pad with practiced skill. We disembarked even as 
the camouflaged doors slid shut above us. 

We were safe. 
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Underground 


Chapter Seven 





Sanctuary 


The hanger was dark and cluttered. There were two other helicopters 
in various states of repair. Around them, a chaotic assortment of 
tools and engine parts lay strewn on the floor. Mechanic’s lanterns 
hung by hooks above the work areas. The low hum of generators 
echoed off the stone and cement walls. ‘The stench of gasoline, oil, 
and stale tobacco hung in the air like fog. 

Four greasy and tired mechanics hurried over and attended 
the aircraft. The pilot stayed with the helicopter, but the two soldiers 
led the weary refugees to an elevator. The elevator was large enough 
to lift heavy equipment and had plenty of room for all nineteen of 
us. 

After descending for several minutes, the elevator opened 
onto a long tunnel coolly lit by flickering florescent lights hanging 
from steel and wood reinforcements. Along its length snaked a tangle 
of black and orange power cables. Our footsteps echoed eerily along 
the concrete tunnel as we were escorted to a large, cold cafeteria. A 
couple dozen people were already there eating and talking, but grew 
silent as we entered. 

“Get some refreshments, while we make arrangements for 
quarters,” Corporal Turner said and turned to leave. 
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“Wait,” called the older man who had interceded on our 
behalf earlier. “Dr. Howard needs medical attention.” 

The soldier looked carefully at Marcus’ wound, grimaced 
slightly and said, “Sit here and rest. I'll notify the medics.” 

Marcus leaned back and obeyed the soldier’s advice. The 
older man sat with him and they conversed in hushed voices for a 
time. 

The newcomers were greeted warmly and the sound of 
conversation warmed the cold room. 

I helped myself to a cup of bitter coffee and a chicken salad 
sandwich. Carlos got a whole plate of cafeteria food and gulped it 
down like a ravenous animal. 

“Hey,” I said. “Take it easy. This is army food. Don't you 
know this stuff’1l kill you?” 

He laughed, “I don’t know about that. Compared to those 
awful cans of beans we've been eating this tastes like Thanksgiving 
and Christmas dinner all rolled into one!” 

We shared a heart-felt laugh. I was delighted to see that 
Carlos’ young spirit was already recovering. 

Then Marcus waved Carlos and me over. 

“Jon, Carlos!” Marcus called. “I want you to meet my friend 
and colleague Dr. Edward Porter.” 

Dr. Porter pumped my hand vigorously. Carlos winced a 
little at the strength of the old man’s grip. 

“T want to thank you for all you've done!” he exclaimed. “I 
don’t know what Id do without my old friend.” 

“We've been friends and colleagues for nearly forty years,” 
Marcus explained. “Ed was my biology professor during my first year 
at Harvard. That was before he joined NASA. After I earned my 
doctorate, he helped me get my first job and we've worked together 
ever since.” 

The two friends exchanged a warm smile. 

“This young man was captured and was actually in the 
presence of living Martians,” Marcus said to Dr. Porter indicating 
Carlos. 

“Astonishing!” Dr. Porter’s bushy white eyebrows stuck up 
over the black rims of his thick glasses. “How is it youre alive?” 
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I got another cup of coffee and a slice of apple pie, while 
Carlos gave an abbreviated description of his adventures since the 
invasion. 

When Carlos finished, Dr. Porter squeezed his shoulder 
paternally. “You are a remarkably lucky young man.” 

We were interrupted by the arrival of a nurse pushing a 
wheelchair. “Let’s get that arm looked at,” she said and helped 
Marcus into the chair. 

“Tl see you in a bit,” Marcus said. 

The nurse stopped for a moment and listened as many of the 
refugees coughed and wheezed. “Sounds like the lot of you will be 
needing attention,” she said. She shook her head sadly and wheeled 
Marcus out. 

Dr. Porter watched the closed door for a moment then turned 
to me. “We had hoped, Marcus and I, that we could develop a 
biological weapon to be used against them. We had hypothesized 
dozens of possibilities, but they were impossible to test. What we 
needed was a living Martian.” He removed his glasses and rubbed 
his eyes. 

“But it’s too late,” he continued. “Even if one walked in and 
volunteered it’s too late.” 

He looked away then stood up, squeezed my shoulder, walked 
away and joined two other refugees in quiet conversation. Carlos 
went to the serving area for more food. I smiled and leaned back 
wearily in my seat and closed my eyes. 

I listened as the buzz of conversation filled the cafeteria. As 
I drifted in and out of sleep, pieces of conversations jumped out: 


“You think we'll be safe here?” a young worried voice asked. 

“Of course.” A deep, reassuring voice answered. 

“How can you be so sure?” 

“Because this facility was built specifically for this very 
event.” 


“Didja hear what happened in the Gulf?” a young man said 
in a high voice. “They dropped two meteors in the middle of it. 
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The entire coastline from Florida to the Yucatan was destroyed. 
Tsunamis wiped out everything.” 


“My husband!” a grief stricken voice wailed. “My poor 
husband, he was at home when the attack came. The cell phone’s 
not working. I don’t know if he’s alive or dead.” 

“Tt’d be best if he perished in the initial attack. I’ve heard 
what the Martians do to their captives,” replied a resigned and bitter 
young voice. 


“My parents live in Kansas,” a woman said. “I couldn’t warn 
them. Are the Martians in Kansas?” 

“They've taken the whole planet. There’s no safe place!” a near 
hysterical voice replied. 


“Gravity!” a sonorous voice boomed. “Somehow they've learned 
to use gravity. The Martians have cracked open the fundamentals of 
the forces underlying nature. How else could they have crossed that 
distance so quickly? Preposterous! And yet they did it. 

“They must have figured out how to create a quantum 
dissonance that caused a hyper-dimensional ripple. They didn’t use 
any propulsion engines. They just rode the wave. Space-time itself, 
pushed them.” 

“But...that’s science-fiction,” interrupted a high, earnest 
voice. 

“You explain what the Martians have accomplished then!” 


“How long will the impact winter last?” an apprehensive voice 
asked. 

“Several months, maybe years,” an older woman answered. 

A young, grave voice said, “Fortunately the Martians didn't 
drop any large asteroids. The damage could have been far worse.” 

“As it is, the worst is still to come,” the woman continued. 
“Ozone depletion will double the level of ultraviolet light and acid 
rain will deplete the lakes and rivers of organic carbons. Then when 
the sky clears, the greater intensity of ultra violet light will shine 
down on the surviving plants and animals, killing crucial links in 
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the food chain. There will be catastrophic environmental damage. 
But, yes, it could have been worse.” 

“Worse?” the anxious voice said. “How could it be worse? 
This is a catastrophe! We're lurking in the shadows. How long before 
we are all hounded out? They eat us, don’t you remember? We're 
part of the food chain now!” 


I was again walking in the red desert. “Nora!” I called. My wife, 
Nora, lay naked on a patch of scarlet moss atop the small hill. Writhing 
lustily, her musk arousing me, she beckoned to me. A Martian came 
between us walking lightly on its ebony, slime covered tentacles. Fleshy, 
slobbering beaks beneath luminous black orbs worked hungrily. White bone 
pierced soft flesh. No! 


I started. The murmuring noise of the cafeteria rushed back 
in filling my consciousness. I swallowed the rest of my coffee and 
grimaced. Cold. 

One voice, resonant and erudite, rose above the rest rescuing 
me from the residue of the dream. “Done us a favor, I say. The 
invasion was just the final bullet in the head of an already dying 
horse. 

“All of us in this room know it was only a matter of time 
before we'd done ourselves in. We'd pushed the environment over 
the brink. Atmospheric ozone was nearly depleted. Global warming 
was melting the polar caps at an alarming rate. How many coastal 
cities had already been impacted by the rising oceans? How long 
before the Gulf Stream shuts down throwing the world into another 
ice age? Everlasting winter, drought, worldwide desertification, crop 
failures, and endless wars over dwindling resources. That was to be 
our fate! 

“The wars in the Middle-east and Asia were getting worse 
with no end in sight. Good God! Our supposedly just and moral 
government even used nuclear weapons, for Christ’s sake. What 
horrors did we unleash? How many millions did we annihilate? 
‘The horses of War, Famine, Pestilence and Disease had already been 
unleashed on the world. 
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“The United States, for all her military power, was becoming 
a third-world nation. Greed and corruption had put us on the path 
toward becoming one of the poorest nations in the world. Didn't 
you look around you? People were dying of hunger and poverty 
in our very own back yard. While the rest of us escaped into the 
intoxicating bliss of materialism, fantasy and entertainment. 

“The Martians are just Nature’s hand clearing a failed 
experiment from the evolutionary table.” 

A cacophony of voices rose in angry protest, but then quickly 
fell to a quiet murmur. 

“Can I have your attention?” a new voice asked. 

I opened my eyes and saw a young soldier, not much older 
than Carlos, at the door. 

“Your quarters are ready if you would follow me, please.” His 
voice cracked when he said “please”. 

He led us to a different tunnel, which emptied into a hallway 
reminiscent of a hotel’s with over a dozen doors. Carlos and I were 
assigned a room together. 

The room was spare and made of rock and cement. Two cots 
were arranged side by side with a locker at the foot of each. A hastily 
strung light bulb hung from a wire tacked to the ceiling, which ran 
out of a hole drilled above the door where it dropped down the wall 
and joined the river of wires. 

Next to the wall hung a rod with several sets of army fatigues 
in an assortment of sizes. There was also a small restroom. 

“I claim this one,” Carlos said, as he flopped down on the cot 
and was instantly asleep. 

“Fine by me,” I said and tossed my gear on top of the footlocker 
by the other bunk, then went to the restroom. 

The restroom was small and had a sink with a container of 
water and a pile of towels. In the corner was a chemical toilet and 
on the far side a standing shower. 

“A shower!” I shouted. 

I turned the faucet to hot, stripped and stepped under the 
luke-warm stream in ecstasy. 


78 offerson R. Weekle 


Afterwards, I chose some fatigues that fit and got dressed. 
Exhaustion finally caught up with me. I lay down on my cot and 
followed Carlos into a blissful sleep. 

When I awoke, Carlos was gone. I looked at my watch, but 
found that it was broken. I tossed it in the waste container. 

I rummaged through my gear and found my pipe and tobacco 
pouch. A flicker of orange clicked from the lighter igniting the 
tobacco. After a few minutes, I put the spent pipe away. Then I 
closed my eyes and meditated. 

In silence, I felt for the anger, but it was gone. I had an odd 
feeling of contentedness. The animal needs of food, warmth and 
shelter were satisfied. I felt safe. The sorrow over Nora’s death was 
still wrapped safely in its cocoon. 

I turned my thought to the cocoon and a terrible ache stirred 
deeply in my heart. I realized that if I pushed too hard the cocoon 
would break and sorrow would engulf me. I pulled back from my 
feelings. 

Picking up my pipe, I began filling it again, but I stopped. 
Suddenly the pipe looked strange in my hand and I remembered 
that I didn’t smoke! In fact I had never smoked. When I had found 
the cigarettes and later the pipe and tobacco at the ruined market it 
seemed natural to use it. Why? 

I remembered seeing a film long ago in which a character, 
whose children had died tragically in an accident, had attempted 
suicide. Her psychiatrist recommended smoking as a life affirming 
action. Although it was counter-intuitive, it seems I had done just 
that. I set the pipe down and put the tobacco away. Then I cleared 
my mind and listened to my breath. 

I didn’t know how much time had passed when Carlos crashed 
into the room. 

“Jon! Jon!” he shouted. “Look who I found!” 

A woman and a young girl walked in. 

“This is Yolanda Flores and her daughter, Ginny. This is 
my friend Jonathan Crowe,” Carlos introduced. I stood and shook 
Yolanda’s hand and smiled at Ginny. 
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Yolanda looked to be in her late thirties, raven-haired and 
very lovely. Ginny was about six and had dark brown hair and hazel 
eyes. She didn’t say anything and hid behind her mother. 

“They're the ones I told you about. From the pen.” Carlos 
explained. 

“T guessed as much,” I said. 

“Carlos hasn’t stopped talking about you,” Yolanda said. 

“Yes, well. I bet he didn’t tell you that it was he who found 
me and saved my life,” I said. 

“No, he didn’t.” Yolanda said with a smile. “Carlos is a very 
special young man.” 

“When the tanks attacked the pens it was a rescue mission!” 
Carlos explained. “Iran the wrong way and missed the helicopter.” 

“So many died that day,” Yolanda said. “We saw the 
destruction of the tanks and barely escaped before the monsters had 
finished with them. There was so much fire and smoke. I feared 
Carlos had been killed. 

“We were so worried about you.” Overcome with emotion, 
she embraced him. 

“T want to hear all about it,” I said, “but first I'd like to go to 
the infirmary and see how Dr. Howard is doing. Afterwards, we can 
go to the cafeteria and talk.” 

We stopped a young private in the hall and he told us that the 
infirmary was two levels up. As we walked the halls looking for the 
stairwell, I noticed very few soldiers and those I saw, were young and 
appeared exhausted. They glanced at us through unfocused, weary 
eyes and didn’t speak. 

Every bed was filled in the infirmary including several cots 
that had been set up in the middle of the room. Many of the patients 
were stricken with respiratory or heart problems, while others suffered 
from injuries. There were only two overworked nurses on duty: the 
young woman that had brought Marcus and an older woman. 

Marcus lay in his bed. Dr. Porter sat next to him. As soon 
as we entered, Marcus waved us over, while Dr. Porter fetched a few 
more chairs. 

“How are they treating you?” Marcus asked. 

“Can't complain,” Carlos said. 
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I took Marcus’ hand and warmly shook it. 

After introductions were made, Marcus said that he was 
doing fine and would be up and about the next day. 

“The doctor says that thanks to your care, I avoided serious 
infection,” Marcus said. Ginny caught his eye and he winked. She 
smiled shyly back at him. 

“Hey,” Carlos said, “she likes you Dr. Howard.” 

“It’s the beard. Kids seem to like the beard,” Marcus said. 
“They think I’m Santa Claus. Sans the belly, of course.” 

He looked at her long and a great sorrow entered his-eyes. 
“This is a terrible time to be a child,” he said finally. “A terrible 
time.” 

“Don’t worry Dr. Marcus,” Ginny said. “I’m okay.” 

He smiled at her again and looked away, his eyes were wet. 

Sensing Dr. Howard’s mood, Carlos asked Yolanda if he 
could take Ginny to the cafeteria. “Did you know they have ice- 
cream?” he asked as they walked off. 

“Of course, silly,” Ginny answered. Then they passed out of 
hearing. 

“The real tragedy is that we should have tried to rise to the 
challenge,” Marcus said after they were gone. “We had over seventy 
years to prepare. We could have united as a world. 

“It was sheer, unmerited luck that we were spared from an 
invasion then. God knows why they didn’t retaliate right away. But 
what did we do? We spent the next seven decades warring between 
ourselves, all the while despoiling our planet of all its resources. How 
crazy is that? Many of the world’s governments were aware of our 
peril. Why couldn't we unite? We stole the future from our children. 
I don’t even think there is a name for that kind of crime!” 

“But, Marcus,” I said. “You said before that you thought it 
would have taken at least five hundred years to develop the technology 
to even begin to match their power.” 

“Yes, of course. Nevertheless, had we made the effort 
as a world, as a people united, who knows what we could have 
accomplished? At the very least, we could have prepared better. We 
could have saved more people.” 
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“Marcus,” Dr. Porter said patting him on the arm, “It’s not 
your fault. We did what we could. It’s too late for self-recrimination. 
We need to look to the future and salvage what we can. Perhaps, if 
we're judicious and lucky enough, a day for recapitulation and self- 
examination will come.” 

“Yes, yes...I’m sorry. I’ve been brooding, I can’t help but think 
that if we'd tried we might have risen to the challenge.” He sighed 
deeply and a sudden anger flared in him. “The recent administrations, 
the world over, never really got a handle on the gravity of the threat. 
We lost the sense of urgency. NASA, especially, since they knew 
better, really dropped the ball. Throughout the fifties and sixties, 
real rigor was applied to the problem with reluctant support of the 
government. 

“With the Cold War and the perceived ideological threat of 
communism, however, we became distracted. The menace next door 
felt more real than the menace from out there. 

“War. It became the foundation of all our policies: two 
world wars, the Cold War, uncountable wars and so-called police 
actions the world over. Oh yes, and don’t forget the War on Poverty, 
which was in practice a war on the poor; the War on Drugs, which 
gave unprecedented power to the most vile and greedy; and the War 
on Terror, which fueled the hatred and enmity of entire peoples. 
Foolishness! 

“What must have the Martians thought as they watched us 
slaughter each other? We in the West oppressed and exploited our 
weaker brethren for what? Oil! Greed! Power! Foolish ideologies 
and arcane religions! No wonder they treat us like animals. Hell’s 
bells! It’s actually possible that the Martians learned of warfare by 
observing us.” 

He sighed again and rubbed his eyes behind his glasses. 

“The Martian probes stopped coming, as far as we knew, 
by the mid seventies.” Dr. Howard went on in a quiet voice. “The 
years of silence convinced many in the government and the Defense 
Department that the Martians had died out or at least maybe, 
hopefully, had gone away.” 

“But the probes didn’t stop.” Dr. Porter cut in. “You gave 
testimony to Congress and the Pentagon. You did what you could.” 
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“You weren't at the hearings, Ed, you don’t know how utterly 
frustrating it was.” Marcus explained. “I tried to convince them, but 
they refused to accept the evidence. God, I hated that look of defiant, 
arrogant incomprehension. How do you convince men, who care 
only about their next fund raiser, their next photo-op, the importance 
of an event that occurred before they were born?” 

Dr. Howard paused and drank some water. “The Martians,” 
he continued, “realizing that our defenses were evolving - slowly to 
be sure, but evolving nevertheless, began to apply stealth technology. 
It wasn’t until the mid-eighties that some researchers even became 
aware of it. However, our data was sketchy, unconvincing. Especially 
to those who didn’t want to be convinced.” 

“But Reagan kept talking about the threat of extraterrestrial 
invasion!” I said. “He even spoke before the UN about it.” I stopped. 
Roland White had said the very same thing. 

“Not only Reagan,” Dr. Porter interjected, “President Truman 
took the threat seriously as well.” 

“Truman took it seriously?” Marcus asked, “He ordered 
the dropping of two atomic bombs on the Japanese! What did the 
Martians make of that? He got us into that mess in Korea. Instead 
of trying to unite the world, he bombed it! And Reagan was a 
laughable buffoon.” 

“You're not being fair, Marcus,” Dr. Porter said, his voice 
gentle. “You're too young to remember. I was a boy in Europe and 
saw first hand the evil of the Nazis. The Second World War was a 
struggle against true evil. Perhaps you think a world united under 
Hitler would have been better able to resist the Martians?” He 
shrugged his frail shoulders and sighed again. “I believe youre right, 
however, about the dropping of the bomb. Many in the scientific 
community never agreed with that decision. 

“Moreover, I do think that had Communist China been 
aware of the peril they would have worked with us. It was our 
mutual and irrational fear of the other's ideology that kept us from 
coming together. 

“President Reagan also suffered with that same irrational 
fear and refused to embrace the rest of the world. He instead put his 
resources to the task of crushing the Soviet Union and the furthering 
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of American imperialism. To his credit, Reagan did push for the 
satellite laser shield. His primary intent for that was as a first line 
of defense against the possible extraterrestrial invasion, but he was 
already afflicted with the beginnings of Alzheimer’s and many were 
those who laughed at him and disregarded his fears. Members of 
his own cabinet tried very hard to keep him quiet about the alien 
threat. 

“And then there was Bush the younger, with his mad wars...” 
Dr. Porter slowly shook his head. “Towards the end, it almost seemed 
that certain groups of power wanted us to fail. I can’t really believe 
that, but it certainly seemed that way.” 

“Maybe we have a collective death-wish,” I said. 

“Or maybe,” Yolanda said, “we yearn for challenge. Maybe, 
we push the limits so far just to see if we can make it back in one 
piece.” 

“Or, maybe,” Marcus said. “We were just too self-absorbed to 
notice that our house was on fire. Maybe we've just been blundering 
through history, barely surviving one disaster after another by sheer 
luck. But, now luck has caught us up and the Martians don’t blunder 
twice.” 

Marcus closed his eyes and was quiet. I thought he was 
falling asleep and made to leave, but he began to speak again his 
voice almost a whisper. 

“Listen, even though I am a man of Science, I’ve always held 
on to the naive belief that there was a higher purpose for us. That all 
of the trials we’ve endured throughout our evolution were meant for 
something. I know, I know. The vain hopes of a foolish old man. 
But, I had always hoped and expected that we had a special destiny. 
The Universe couldn't have called us out of Nature, just to be swept 
aside.” 

“Why not?” I asked. “The history of life on Earth has 
been nothing but one invasion after another. After filling every 
available niche in the ocean, life invaded the land and immediately 
began competing for resources. ‘The stronger, better adapted species 
overcoming the weaker species. This invasion is just competition for 
a niche on a planetary scale.” 
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“But what if there is a higher purpose?” Yolanda asked. 
“What if we're meant to eventually overcome, or, at least, out last 
the Martians? And in the end we are stronger for it.” 

We sat silently for many minutes then I smiled, “Well, 
Marcus, I, for one am very glad we ran into you out there, higher 
purpose or not!” 

“Tm grateful too, Jon. I doubt I would have made it without 
you and Carlos. I’m sorry for being so pessimistic,” Marcus said. “I 
need to get out of here and get busy.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” I glanced at Yolanda then said, “I’m 
starved. Dr. Porter, join us in the cafeteria?” 

“Tll pass. Thanks. I need to discuss some things with Marcus. 
Maybe later.” 

T held Marcus’ hand, “Pll come back later and sit with you.” 

“Td like that,” he said. 


Chapter Eight 


Yolanda and Ginny Flores 


Carlos had already started on his second helping of freeze-dried 
sweet potatoes, corn and some sort of meat product, while I nursed 
my second cup of rapidly cooling coffee. Ginny, her belly happily full 
of strawberry ice cream, napped cradled in Yolanda’s arms. 

Yolanda told us her story: 

She and her husband lived in Burbank and were relaxing in 
bed watching a movie on television, (“Los tres mosqueteros, starring 
Cantinflas. Strange what details we remember,” Yolanda said), when 
the first asteroid hit Long Beach. ‘The apartment building rolled with 
the quakes and was badly shaken, but stood. Emergency sirens began 
calling out all over the city. 

Her husband, being a fireman, left his wife and child and 
rushed to his duty. He knelt over his sleeping daughter and kissed 
her on the cheek. He then kissed Yolanda goodbye, “See ya soon, 
amorcita.” 

She never saw her husband again. 

Yolanda listened to the radio, and before it went dead, learned 
that meteors had struck nearly every major city from San Diego 
to Vancouver with reports of more strikes all over the continent. 
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The foothills were ablaze with wild fires and immense waves were 
devastating the coastline. 

Several terrible aftershocks sent her and Ginny out of the 
shaking building and into the street where hundreds of others had 
gathered. Then downtown Los Angeles erupted. 

The hill line became a silhouette as red flames and yellow 
melted rock and metal spewed into the sky. Over the tumult, whined 
a horrible shriek, as if the screams of all the souls in hell had been 
unleashed. 

“My god,” someone screamed. 

“What the hell is it?” 

“A volcano!” 

Panic swept the multitude and Yolanda stumbled in the rush 
and fell with Ginny beneath her. Luck or providence kept them from 
being trampled. 

Someone helped them up and she, with her daughter in 
her arms, began to run. They hid in an alley for several hours. 
Fortunately, Yolanda kept an emergency pack by the door and, when 
they evacuated the apartment, she had had the presence of mind to 
grab it. They enjoyed a meal of peanut butter crackers and juice. 
Ginny sat quietly and did not whine or cry. She even managed to 
give her mother an encouraging smile. 

Eventually they slept. 

Yolanda startled at the rumble of many feet passing on the 
street. Looking out from the alley, she saw a crowd of nearly seventy 
people frantically stampeding north. Fearfully taking Ginny by the 
hand, they followed the retreating footsteps. 

Suddenly, the throng stopped. She heard shrieks of raw terror 
as the mob turned on itself and fled back toward her. She ducked 
behind a garbage dumpster and peered out and beheld something that 
defied comprehension. Yolanda Flores knew fear beyond anything 
she had ever imagined. 

Towering over the panic stricken multitude were three giant, 
tri-pedal monsters. Standing at least fifty feet tall, gleaming copper 
light scintillating off articulated metal legs; they walked with uncanny 
agility between the buildings. Hundreds of glistening whip-like 


tentacles were clustered beneath luminous, ebony visors with which 
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they caught the fleeing victims and tossed them into large steel mesh 
baskets beneath the back of their sweeping hoods. The anguished 
shrieks of the lost pierced Yolanda’s ears, and Ginny bit into her own 
hand to keep from screaming. 

Behind the towering insectile cyclopes followed three squat 
semi-truck sized monsters. Each with five, thick beetle legs, a 
fountain of steel tentacles erupted from their backs, and a huge 
conical metal container was mounted on each tail. They, too, were 
capturing panic frozen victims and thrusting them into containers. 

A strange humming noise forced Yolanda to look up and there, 
contrasted against the red tinged smoke were three gleaming flying 
things. Glistening red and yellow flames reflected in their nauseating 
beetle-like bodies, as they hovered and bobbed like carnival balloons. 
One appeared to sight something and dipped low. 

Several police cars screeched to a halt beneath the alien ships 
and the officers opened fire. The night shrieked again as ghostly 
beams lanced from the fliers and the defenders exploded into a roar 
of flames. 

Ginny lost all control and in a fit of all-consuming terror, 
began tearing at her own hair, while keening high, and shrill. Yolanda 
crushed her daughter to her breast and huddled behind the dumpster, 
her bladder venting itself in pure animal fear as she tried fruitlessly 
to quiet her shrieking daughter. The monsters strode past them and 
continued their terrible harvest. 

Many long moments passed and, thinking that they had been 
spared, Yolanda wept with relief. Then, with a terrible noise, the 
dumpster was violently hurled away. One of the monsters loomed 
before them. 

They were brutally snatched and thrown into the metal basket 
on top of a pile of writhing captives. Holding her sobbing child close, 
she lost consciousness. 


“Mommy! Wake up,” Ginny cried shaking her mother. 

Yolanda woke to find herself in the filthy pen that Carlos had 
described. She was sure they had been slaughtered and cast into a pit 
in the dark depths of Hell. 
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Many days of horror passed before Carlos came. He was to 
them a Godsend. Carlos was strong, brave, clever and, though she 
could see the despair that haunted his tired, dark-ringed eyes, kept a 
sweet humor about him that distracted Ginny and awoke in her heart 
a glimmer of peace and hope. 

Carlos’ presence of mind and courage helped them hide from 
the blood-drinking demons. She tried not to think that remaining at 
the back of the mass of prisoners meant the slaughter of some other 
poor soul. All she knew was that she had to protect her daughter. 
A belief took root deep in her heart: if only they could survive long 
enough, they would be safe. 

She didn’t know how many more days went by before, beyond 
all hope, help did arrive. The military struck and again Carlos’ quick 
thinking enabled them to escape. However, to her dismay, they lost 
him in the confusion. She was certain that they would never again 
see the brave young man that had been their savior. 

Four troop transport helicopters had landed a short distance 
beyond the tanks and she, with Ginny clinging to her neck, made 
a desperate bid for them. Suddenly, a tank exploded near them 
throwing both mother and daughter to the ground where they lay 
stunned, while red-hot metal fragments struck with deafening thuds 
all around them. Yolanda’s ears were ringing and she was disoriented, 
but several strong hands lifted them. ‘They were carried the rest of 
the way to a waiting helicopter. 

Already on board were over a dozen newly freed prisoners. 
No sooner had the two found a place to sit when the craft lifted off. 

Yolanda peered out of the window and gasped in renewed 
horror at her first complete sight of the full sized war machines 
towering a hundred feet above the tiny toy-like tanks. The ebony 
visors flashed with wrath as they lay waste to the puny insurrection. 

Then she saw the citadel. 

The egg-shaped monstrosity towered nearly half a mile above 
the burned and gutted city and thrust into the scorched sky like some 
obscenity, mocking Heaven itself. It shone with a dull, throbbing 
copper-brown. A green radiance surrounded its base, where she saw 
what appeared to be factories and smelting foundries. Fetid green 


smoke billowed up polluting the already filthy sky. 
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‘Then they were on their way. 

She saw the three other helicopters following, but then 
something else appeared in the air: several of the giant beetle-like 
fliers bobbed up and down behind the tailing helicopter. Then the 
rearmost helicopter exploded. 

Two smaller fighter helicopters intercepted the alien aircraft, 
but not before another of the rescue helicopters burst into flames. It 
fell like a meteor toward the shattered wasteland below. 

Then, a miracle. One of the fighters managed a sustained 
hit on one of the fliers. The alien craft spouted fire and smoke and 
careened toward the earth. Fortunately its descent took it several miles 
away, because as it struck, a ball of heat and light flashed followed by 
a tremendous boom of an explosion. A cloud of radioactive smoke 
mushroomed up over the ruined landscape. 


“That must have been the explosion that knocked me off my 
feet!” Carlos exclaimed. 


When they arrived at the hidden hanger in the mountain only 
two helicopters had survived and one was badly damaged. 


“There are just over a hundred refugees here,” she said. “I’ve 
heard that the rescue mission that brought you and the JPL scientists 
was the last they were going to risk.” 

“It’s amazing that we all made it here together,” I said. 

“Tt’s a miracle,” she said. 

“A miracle?” I asked. “I don’t know about miracles any more. 
A true miracle would have stopped the Martians before now. I doubt 
that the billions of dead believe in miracles now. I doubt that Nora... 
that my wife...” I broke off and stared at my now cold drink unable 
to say anymore. 

She looked at me through moist eyes with silent sadness. 

“Perhaps all we have is determination and luck,” I said at 
last. 

I sipped the cold coffee and admired the beauty of her daughter 
sleeping soundly in her arms. 

“How's she doing?” I asked. 
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A haunted look passed over Yolanda’s dark eyes. 

“As well as you might expect,” she answered. “She hasn't 
asked about her father yet. I’m afraid it’s only a matter of time before 
she realizes that he’s not coming back. I don’t know how she’s going 
to handle it. God, I haven’t had time to come to terms with it yet 
myself. I don’t know how I'll handle it when it really sinks in.” 

“You know, you don’t know for sure that he is gone,” I said. 
“Maybe,” I paused, “maybe there are more miracles in store for 
you. 

She looked away. “Thanks, that’s very kind of you. I hope 
youre right. But, I feel his loss in the pit of my stomach. I think he 
really is gone.” 

“What's wrong, mommy?” Ginny asked in a drowsy voice. 

“Nothing, baby doll. You just rest, okay.” She kissed her on 
the forehead. 

I glanced at Carlos. His shoulders heaved as he fought 
desperately against the tears that were already sliding down his 
cheeks. I pulled him to me as much to comfort him, as to divert my 
mind from my own sorrow. 


Chapter Nine 


Life in the Bunker 


The next morning an orientation was held for the new arrivals in a 
large gymnasium one level below the cafeteria. Besides the double 
doors by which we entered there were two additional doors, one at 
either end of the room. Arranged about the gym were several tables 
loaded with survival equipment. Along one wall were racks with 
dozens of rifles and assorted guns and ammunition. One corner had 
several exercise machines, free weights and three tall piles of folded 
mats. Behind these was a wall rack full of wooden practice weapons. 
The ceiling was high domed and buttressed with a geodesic array of 
steel girders. 

Two uniformed men sat on chairs atop a wooden platform 
placed at one end of the room and about twenty folding chairs had 
been hastily set up facing them. Behind the officers, two soldiers 
stood at guard. I recognized the burly one as Private Hayes. 

Marcus, holding his hands out in a ‘taa-daaa’ gesture, joined 
Yolanda, Carlos and me. We sat on the cold metal seats. Yolanda had 
left Ginny at the childcare facility. The rest of the recent arrivals were 
also present, except two or three that were still in the infirmary. 
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The base commander was Colonel Richard Williams. He 
was a wizened soldier with white hair and a lean body. Lines of 
worry etched his gray face and the collar was open on his somewhat 
disheveled uniform. The smile he greeted us with, however, was 
genuine. Despite his weariness, his eyes sparkled with humor and 
compassion. 

“Welcome to the San Gabriel Mountains Arcology. As the 
designation implies we are more-or-less entirely self-sufficient. The 
original tunnel network had been part of a mining operation, which 
the military procured, oh, about sixty years ago. By the way, there 
are thirty-five similar arcologies throughout the continent. You see, 
the military has been preparing for this for a quite awhile. 

“Six decades have gone into the construction of this facility. 
Using the natural structure of the mountain as much as possible, 
our people carved out this entire complex, then buttressed it using 
principles of Bucky Fuller’s tensegrity. Air is supplied via fans 
mounted at the entrances of a honeycomb of small filtered holes. 
Furthermore, underground waterways turn turbines, which power 
our generators. We also have windmills and solar panels, placed 
all along the mountain ridges above. As a precaution, I’ve had the 
windmills shut down so as not to attract the enemy’s attention. We 
employ maximized solar panels, but since there is very little sunlight, 
the solar panels are not operating at peak so; we need to conserve 
energy as much as possible. At the two lowest levels are the green 
houses where fruits and vegetables are being grown: 

“This facility has enough supplies in storage to support four 
hundred people for four years. Moreover, that’s not taking into 
account our ongoing food production. There are two hundred and 
twenty three of us, including staff, so, I think we’ll do fine. 

“You'll have noticed by now that this is primarily an Army 
facility, but there are a few Marines, a couple Navy pilots, and a good 
number of National Guardsmen on hand. 

“We're planning on waiting out the winter before attempting 
any further reconnaissance. Then we’ll see where we are and go from 
there. Sergeant?” 
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The sergeant was a strong, fit man in his early-forties. He, 
too, appeared worn. The beginnings of a gray beard covered his dark, 
lined face. He stood, saluted his CO and introduced himself: 

“Well, let’s get down to it, shall we?” he began, “I’m Sergeant 
Tom Wilson and I want to welcome you to your new home for the 
foreseeable future. I think if we all work together, we can make this 
as pleasant as possible under the circumstances. 

“We have many different facilities in addition to this 
gymnasium. ‘There is a state-of-the-art, level 4 bio-safety research 
laboratory, two chapels, a shooting range, a library, and two 
entertainment lounges. I’m sorry, but officially, we don’t have any 
alcoholic beverages on base. Unless some of you had the presence of 
mind to pack some in your survival gear,” he said with a tiny sparkle 
in his eyes. “Smoking is allowed in the east lounge only. The west 
lounge is non-smoking. 

“Over on the bulletin board are positions that need filling. 
Volunteers should write their names on the sign-up sheets. I say 
‘volunteer’ but, really, we need every one to pitch in. As we've all been 
through hell and I’m sure many of you have suffered greatly. I realize 
some of you may need time to recuperate. But my father always told 
me ‘nothin’ beats the blues like keepin’ busy’. 

“One thing, I would strongly suggest everyone taking shifts in 
the greenhouses. In fact, consider it mandatory. We're underground, 
folks, the only source of full spectrum light is in the greenhouses. I 
don’t want the medical staff tied up treating rickets.” 

“One of the chapels has been converted into a synagogue. For 
those of you with alternative religious practices or simply seek quiet 
time, both chapels are accessible twenty-four seven. In addition, 
there are religious and secular counselors available for any of you that 
need to talk through what’s happened. 

“Under normal circumstances civilians wouldn't be permitted 
to possess weapons on base, but as these are not normal circumstances 
we're overlooking that rule. However, you are required to register 
your weapons for security purposes and it would be a good idea if 
all of you became at least familiar with the use of firearms. I'll be 
conducting gun use and safety classes daily in the shooting range. 
See the board for times. 
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“There are two emergency escape tunnels on this level,” he 
said and pointed with both hands at the two doors on either end 
of the room. “The one behind you leads to the eastern side of the 
mountain range and this one to the west. In addition, each level has 
emergency exits that feed into these tunnels. You need to become 
familiar with these, and the emergency procedures. We will be 
having mandatory drills. 

“On the board are also posted the various survival seminars 
and ongoing classes. Most of the sessions are conducted in this room. 
Self-defense classes are held daily here as well. 

“Are there any questions?” 

A woman asked, “Do you have any idea how extensive the 
crisis is?” 

“The invasion is world wide.” Sergeant Wilson replied. “There 
are pockets around the globe that seem to have been ignored such as 
rainforest regions, rural and desert regions, some mountain ranges 
including the Andes and Himalayas. Many island states have also 
been overlooked although their coasts, like nearly every coastal region 
world over, have been devastated by the tsunamis. I don’t doubt that 
it’s only a matter of time before the enemy moves on them. 

“Nine alien vessels landed around our planet. There are two 
citadels here on the west coast. The one south of Los Angeles I’m 
sure you all know about. There is one near the Oregon border. 
Another citadel is west of New York City, or what’s left of it, that 
is. One is in northern Canada, and another is thought to be in 
Antarctica. Reports inform us that the remaining four citadels are 
in China near Beijing, northern England, central Africa, and Russia 
near Moscow.” 

“Ts there any idea how many have died?” a man asked. 

Exhaustion showed on the sergeant’s face. He paused and 
appeared to be deliberating then finally said: “I’ve always believed 
that when it comes right down to it it’s best to tell the truth.” He 
paused again and swallowed. “Our intelligence indicates that well 
over three fourths of the Earth’s population may have been wiped 
out within the first eight hours.” 

A stunned hush fell over the group. A couple of people began 


weeping. 
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“But, that’s over five billion people!” a voice behind me 
exclaimed. 

“Impossible!” murmured another. 

“How...how do you know this?” a woman stammered. 

Sergeant Wilson had been looking down. He raised his head 
and his eyes were wet. He took a breath and answered: “The military 
internet system is still somewhat intact. The enemy seems to have 
been unaware of the underground and underwater cable network 
that connects the US with the rest of the world. Therefore, we have 
limited phone and internet communications. They also seem to be 
unaware of short wave transmissions. 

“What about the president?” an elderly woman asked. 

“Washington D. C. was utterly destroyed in the initial 
assault,” Colonel Williams said. “We've had no word from any one in 
the government. The Pentagon was also destroyed. There is no higher 
chain of command. ‘The resistance we've been able to muster was 
organized via wireless communications and local internet. I’ve been 
in contact with several arcologies throughout the Southwest and we're 
attempting to link up and organize a more effective resistance. 

“We've made a great effort, and sacrifice, to rescue the 
scientists that have been working on methods to defeat the Martians, 
as well as many civilians possible. We're hoping that all of you can 
contribute to the resistance effort.” 

“We ask that any of you that have had direct contact with the 
aliens be available for interviews,” Sergeant Wilson added. 

A murmur of consent arose. 

“Now, barring any further questions, you're dismissed.” He 
waited a few moments then nodded to us and followed the Colonel 
out of the room. 

Several people got up and went to the bulletin board. 

Marcus said, “Well, it’s as bad as I feared...” He took off his 
glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “This talk of resistance 
seems a bit naive. I’m not sure what kind of weakness we'll be able 
to exploit.” 

“We'll find something,” Yolanda said confidently. 

Carlos sat there silently with a stunned look on his face. 


“You okay?” I asked. 
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Yolanda put her arm around him and he looked at her. Tears 
filled his eyes and he began crying. 

“Ai mi nino,” she said as she embraced him and rocked slowly 
back and forth. 

“Hey, Marcus,” I said quietly. “Let’s check out the bulletin 
board.” 

We walked over leaving Carlos with Yolanda. 

“Poor kid,” Marcus said. “He’s been through too much.” 

I didn’t respond. I couldn't offer any platitudes like: “he'll be 
all right’, or ‘everything’s going to work out’, because they would be 
lies. Out of the corner of my eye, a flash of red caught my attention. 
“T don’t believe it!” I shouted. “Chuck! Is it really you?” 

A powerfully built young soldier with a red bushy mustache 
had entered the gym. His eyes lighted on me and he exclaimed, 
“Holy shit! Sensei!” I was caught up in his brawny arms and nearly 
crushed in a bear hug. 

“Chuck McLeod! Or should I say, Corporal McLeod?” I 
touched the insignia on his sleeve. He blushed and smiled proudly. 

I introduced him to Marcus. “Chuck was one of my students 
several years back. After he had earned his black belt, he enlisted in 
the Army. My God! Chuck!” It was my turn to hug him. 

“How did you get here>?” he asked after I released him. 

“It’s a long story. The short version is that I had the good 
fortune to hook up with Marcus here. He’s with the JPL scientists. 
Thanks to him, my young friend, Carlos,” I nodded over to Carlos 
who had stopped crying and was drying his eyes with his shirtsleeve, 
“and I made it to the JPL facility in time for the evac.” 

A shadow crossed Chuck’s face. “Is Nora here>” 

I looked away. “No, she’s...she didn’t make it.” 

“Oh God, Jon. I’m...” he broke off unable to finish. 

We stood in silence for several minutes. 

“I see you're the self-defense instructor,” I said looking at the 
notice on the board. 

“Yes,” Chuck answered quickly, glad for the distraction. “Not 
as good as you, though.” 

“You want to join us for lunch?” I said. 

“T’'d love to. I just came off duty and I’m famished.” 
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introductions, headed for the cafeteria. 


Life in the bunker was slow and most of us quickly fell into a 
routine. Yolanda and Carlos volunteered to help in the infirmary. 

I began assisting Chuck teaching his self-defense classes, and 
occasionally helped in childcare. I had always loved children and I 
found Ginny to be a delight. Nora and I had tried twice to have a 
baby, but she had miscarried each time. We had given up partially 
for fear of jeopardizing her health, but mostly because we couldn't 
bear to endure another loss. 

I did several sketches of Ginny and even talked her mother 
into sitting for a portrait, which I gave to them. 

Marcus and Dr. Porter spent hours in research and often 
called Yolanda and Carlos in to answer questions. 


One evening we met for dinner and then, after Ginny went 
to bed, relaxed in the lounge. 

A large screen television dominated the far wall. On shelves 
were stacked hundreds of videos and DVDs. Arranged around the 
room were several old sofas and coffee tables, and on a table near the 
entrance was a coffee maker. A group of people were watching an 
old Humphrey Bogart movie: 7o Have and Have Not with Lauren 
Bacall. 

I got coffee for everyone and we sat in a corner away from 
the television. Carlos and Yolanda declined the offered coffee, but 
Marcus gratefully accepted his. Chuck preferred tea. Dr. Porter 
filled an old cherry wood pipe and the aroma of sweet tobacco filled 
the air. 


“You guys making any progress,” I asked Marcus and Dr. 


Porter. : 

“Not much,” Marcus answered. “What we need is a living 
Martian.” 

“What about those bugs that came with the Martians?” I 
asked. 


“We've already thought of that and a few have been captured.” 
Dr. Porter said. “Short of direct violence they seem to be immune to 
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just about everything we throw at them. I fear the Martians have 
developed, by all appearances, an impenetrable immune system.” 

“We think,” Marcus added, “they may have performed 
the initial research and genetic modifications on these, or similar 
creatures, and use them much the way miners would use pigeons. Any 
successful biological agent that we develop would show in the bugs 
first and the Martians would then most likely take swift action.” 

“I have to admit,” Dr. Porter said, “that these creatures are 
fascinating. I still can’t come up with a satisfactory hypothesis as 
to why they evolved a tripartite body design, rather than the more 
eloquent symmetry that evolved on earth. They seem, however, to have 
more in common with the phylum Mollusca than Arthropoda.” 

“What?” asked Carlos. 

“Oh, let’s see... They have more in common with mollusks, 
like octopi and squids, than with crustaceans or insects,” Dr. Porter 
replied. “It is very curious. If they evolved independently on another 
world why should they be so similar to Earthly animals?” 

“Well,” Marcus broke in, “they are symmetrical. It’s just that 
they have an extremely well developed center line. And, Ed, don’t 
forget that many terrestrial animals such as certain fish, amphibians 
and reptiles have a third eye.” 

“Yes, the pineal eye. Youre right. But these eyes aren’t used 
for vision as far as we know.” 

“Neither is the third eye of the Martians. Remember what 
Carlos said happened when the Martian opened its center eye in the 
pens.” 

“Do we have to talk about that, Dr. Howard?” Carlos 
interjected. 

“Oh, sorry,” Marcus said looking uncomfortably at the boy 
and Yolanda. “Not having endured that particular trial I was being 
insensitive. 

“So,” Marcus asked after a pause, “what have you been up 
to?” 

“Well, other than Jon’s self-defense class, I've been taking 
some survival seminars. Did you know that honey, sugar, salt, and 
Worcestershire sauce can last almost forever? And, after a little over 


a ee 0 


a year, things like canned meats, nuts, chips, candy and juices go bad. 
Unless they’re frozen.” 

“Are you saying that after a year the cafeteria will be out of 
meat?” Dr. Porter asked. 

“Well, they’re using the most perishable supplies first. But, 
they do have a large walk-in freezer full of meat, not to mention the 
evaporated, vacuum packed emergency foods. They’ll last up to thirty 
years. So, you don’t have to worry for a while, at least.” 

“Jon, I hear you're leading your own classes now. How’s that 
going?” Marcus asked. 

Carlos jumped in and said, “He’s great, Dr. Howard. Sergeant 
Wilson says that Jon’s one of the best trained martial artists he’s 
seen.” i 
“That just means he hasn't seen very many, that’s all,” I said. 
“He’s just being modest,” Chuck put in. “Jon here’s a seventh 
degree black belt in one of the oldest, continuous martial traditions 
on the planet!” 

“On the other hand,” I interrupted, “Carlos is doing very well 
and soon I'll be having him assist me.” 

Yolanda smiled at Carlos then said to me: “Ginny is quite 
taken with you.” 

“Yes, I've noticed. She’s a remarkable girl. And rather jealous 
of my attention.” 

“She misses her father,” Yolanda said. 

“Yeah, I know.” I said looking away. “I think we’ve become 
a mutual support group.” 

“[m amazed at how well she’s adjusting,” Yolanda said. 

“Children are like that,” Marcus said. “She’s becoming rather 
dear to me as well. I think she sees me as the grandfather type. 
When she’s not with Jon or Carlos, she shows up at the lab and asks 
all kinds of questions.” 

“T hope she’s not getting in the way. [’ll talk to her.” Yolanda 
said. 

“Don’t. We love having her visit,” Marcus said. “If we're 
working in the secured lab and unable to allow her entrance she 
understands. She’s actually been a real help. I think if properly 
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encouraged she may choose to pursue the sciences. She asks the most 
insightful questions.” 

Sergeant Wilson walked in and looked around. Upon seeing 
us he came over. 

Chuck stood at attention and saluted. 

“Give it a rest, Corporal,” the sergeant said with a gruff 
smile. 

‘Join us, Sergeant,” Marcus said. 
“Would you like a cup of coffee?” I asked and started to get 
up. . 

“Sit. Pll get it,” he said. 

He returned with a steaming cup and sat lightly next to 
Yolanda. 

“Any news?” I asked. 

“Well, we received a report out of China. A Taoist temple 
high in the mountains is serving as one of their last military posts. 
It seems that the Martians had not done sufficient reconnaissance 
in Asia, and a good portion of the military survived the orbital 
assault. 

“The Chinese were able to muster an organized front to resist 
the initial land invasion. They discovered that concentrated fire could 
overwhelm the enemy shields and even succeeded in destroying a few 
machines. Unfortunately, the maneuver takes too long and those 
fuckers, sorry, the alien machines, that is, have an annoying habit of 
exploding like a small nuke. When one of their machines go down 
it takes out anything near it. 

“The enemy annihilated an army of over 100,000 men in less 
than four hours of intense fire fighting. And the hell of it is; it wasn’t 
four hours of resistance or anything like that. It’s just that it took 
four hours for the bastards to wipe out that many men. 

“Then, in final desperation, the Chinese launched a nuclear 
attack. The report said that the first bomb took out somewhere 
between ten or twenty alien machines. But, the enemy was prepared 
for the second one. Somehow they linked up their, uh, what did you 
call them?” 

“Singularity shield generator,” offered Marcus. 
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“That’s it. They linked up and the explosion,” he frowned and 
shook his head, “never happened. Then the enemy commenced an 
aerial assault on the remaining missile launch sites and the Chinese 
fell. 

“The Chinese were not privy to our intelligence concerning 
the invaders and were ill prepared. They had no deep bunkers save 
a few that had been built for the high ranking in case of a nuclear 
attack. Many refugees fled to the mountains and the remaining 
military presence is scattered between the few nuclear bunkers and 
the Taoist temple. 

“The Martians established the citadel near Beijing and are 
now unchallenged.” 

“What about submarines and battleships?” I asked. “Surely 
there’s some out there equipped with nukes that survived the 
onslaught.” 

“There may well be, but if they are active we haven't heard 
anything. My guess is if one got a missile off, the aliens would stop 
it with their gizmos and then track it to its source.” 

I noticed Dr. Porter seemed distracted. “Dr. Porter. You 
okay?” I asked. 

“What! Oh, yes. I’m fine. Just thinking.” He took a slow 
draw on his pipe and said: “You know, even if we could come up 
with some kind of biological weapon I don’t think it would do any 
good.” 

“Why’s that?” I asked. 

“Well, with the information we have to go on it appears that 
the Martians have isolated themselves in their citadels and have very 
little to do with one another. ‘Though it’s certain they must have 
some sort of communication network there doesn’t seem to be any 
physical contact between bases. 

“If they were a hive type civilization,” he continued, “as was 
so often portrayed in so many science fiction movies, or even highly 
social like ours, we could conceivably contaminate one citadel and 
hopefully the disease would work its way through the population. 
But we’d need them to have some sort of physical contact with each 
other. Why, they don’t even have sex! 
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“If we did develop something we would have to launch an 
individual assault on each citadel. Without doubt as soon as one 
citadel was attacked, forces from the other citadels would respond 
and quickly snuff out any further action with their indomitable 
weaponry. 

“We are at the disadvantage. An organized worldwide 
resistance seems impossible. We cannot openly communicate with 
others and every day we lose contact with more bases. I don’t know if 
the bases are being systematically discovered and destroyed, or if the 
Martians are figuring out how our electronic communication system 
works and are destroying the network wire by wire.” 

“Not only that,” Marcus interrupted. “Aside from their 
obvious morphological differences and their genetically, and possible 
artificially, enhanced immune system the Martian physiology is 
remarkably similar to our own. The foundation of their genetics 
is, like ours, DNA. Any biological agent we might create that was 
strong enough to penetrate their immune system would certainly 
affect ours as well. We could very well destroy ourselves in the 
attempt.” 

“And,” Dr. Porter continued, “we haven't taken into account 
their machinery. I think it is highly possible that these could be 
autonomous robots. A biological attack on the Martians would not 
do anything to the machines and they might continue fighting, even 
if their organic counterparts were dead.” 

“So, were done for?” Carlos asked. 

We were quiet fora moment. Only the sipping of coffee and 
the sound of the movie intruded upon our thoughts. 

Carlos broke the uneasy silence. “Sergeant Wilson?” 

“Yes, son.” 

“You seem so, you know, normal, and nice. How come youre 
in the Army?” 

“Army folk aren’t normal or nice?” 

“Well, I guess I never really knew anyone, besides Chuck 
here, in the military before. An’ Chuck’s, y know, not much older 
than me. But the movies always showed you guys as, y'know, uh, 
hard asses. Sorry.” 
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Sergeant Wilson laughed a rich and full laugh until tears 
came to his eyes. “My, how good it is to laugh. Carlos, yes, the 
army can attract certain types, but truth be told the real hard asses 
don’t make the best soldiers. Of course, you do need a strong will 
and unbending determination, that is, bull headed and stubborn as 
a mule, but you've also got to be smart and mindful of others. It’s 
difficult for a hard ass to be diplomatic. Also, you've got to care. 
That’s why we call it the armed service. We serve our country out of 
a sense of duty and love.” 

Chuck jumped in, “I bet Jon could have been officer material, 
even special forces. He’s a top-notch fighter, extremely resourceful 
and compassionate as hell.” 

“Why didn’t you join up, Jon?” Carlos asked. 

“Yeah,” Chuck added. “I’ve always wondered that myself.” 

“I almost did. Right out of high school I went to see a 
recruiter. I nearly filled out the paper work. 

“My father, you see, had been in the army. When Johnson 
made his case for intervention on behalf of the South Vietnamese, he 
left my mom and me at my grandparent’s farm and enlisted. Raymond 
Clifford Crowe was patriotic to a fault and felt it was his duty to leave 
his wife and young son to go and fight the communists. 

“I had been very close to my dad as a boy. We did everything 
together: fishing, camping, baseball, you name it. When he came 
back from the war...” 

Sergeant Wilson looked away and his shoulders tensed 
slightly. 

“It was as if they had sent some imposter home in his place. 
He hardly spoke anymore. He drank excessively and began smoking 
heavily. He had always smoked, but he began chain smoking. As 
soon as he awoke, he’d light up and smoke until he fell asleep at 
night. 
“On top of that, he was drunk a lot and he and my mom 
fought. Sometimes he would beat her. I was twelve, began lifting 
weights, and joined up with a local boxing club. I meant to stop him 
the next time he tried to hit her.” 

“Did you?” Carlos asked. 
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“T tried and he beat the living shit out of me. That only made 
me train even harder. We were living in a low-income housing 
project by then, because my dad couldn’t keep a steady job. My 
mom worked at a local department store barely making sixty bucks 
a week. What pension my dad got from the army, he spent on booze 
and cigarettes. 

“T had to be tough. I got into a lot of fights. I even started to 
break the law. Shoplifting, skipping school. Stuff like that. I was 
probably on a one-way ticket to juvenile hall. The only thing that 
kept me from becoming a hardened criminal was my love for my 
mom, my training and, perhaps more than anything else, art. 

“T had talent and encouragement from some good teachers at 
the public school. But the anger that was growing in me would flare 
up and I'd lash out by stealing, vandalizing or fighting. 

vthen:s:herdied/ 

“Your father?” Yolanda asked. “What happened?” 

“Well, I became the man of the house. I couldn’t very well 
take care of my mom in prison. I straightened up, more or less. I 
improved my grades in school and even made the honor roll. Some 
friends talked me into joining a local Aikido club and I found my 
calling, so to speak.” 

“How'd your dad die?” Carlos asked. 

“Cancer got him. He developed lung cancer. Had tumors 
spread all through his chest. The chemo reduced him to little more 
than a shriveled up hairless mummy. He slipped into‘a coma, lingered 
for a while then died. 

“When I went to his funeral I didn’t mourn. I looked at his 
dead body and I hated him. And I hated the Army for taking my 
dad from me.” 

“But you said you tried to enlist,” Yolanda said. 

“He wanted to find out what the Army had done to his 
father,” Sergeant Wilson said. 

“Yes, you know, don’t you?” Something passed between the 
sergeant and me in that moment and I knew that he understood 
better than even I did. Not only did he understand, but had lived it. 
Was still living it. 


“You came to your senses though?” he said. 
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“Not quite. It turned out that I was ineligible because I had 
had asthma as a boy. According to the recruiter, that disqualified 
me. So, I went to college, got a degree in Fine Arts, and continued to 
train in the martial arts. I had found Budo Taijutsu by then and was 
firmly on my life’s path. I would go through a lot more searching, 
which took me all over the world, but I never strayed from what I 
knew to be right again.” 

“What’s Budo Taijutsu?” Carlos asked. “You've mentioned it 
in class, but you've never really said.” 

I looked at Chuck and he nodded. 

“Budo Taijutsu,’ he began, “is sort of an umbrella name for 
nine different schools of Japanese combat techniques. Budo Taijutsu 
is at the essence of each school. In English it means, ‘the body 
techniques of the warrior’. It’s a collection of traditions that have an 
unbroken lineage going back well over eight hundred years. 

“Budo Taijutsu has never been converted to a sport and has 
retained its battlefield edge. It’s a philosophy of pragmatic fighting 
and survival skills bound together by a will, and a heart dedicated 
to beauty and service.” When he finished, he looked back at me. 
“How was that?” 

“Not bad. I trained obsessively for years until I met Nora. 
Love and marriage mellowed me and I settled into a comfortable 
and fulfilling life. 

“I established a small dojo, that is, a training hall, and had 
about twenty dedicated students. Chuck was one of the best.” Chuck’s 
freckled face turned red. “I only charged enough to cover the rent 
and supplies. My career as an illustrator and Nora’s photography 
supported us. 

“I had come to believe that I had achieved my dreams, and 
had arrived at the place in my life in which I didn’t need to push the 
edge as much anymore. I didn’t have to prove myself over and over 
again. I could relax and enjoy the life I had found. 

“We were looking forward to a life together. You know, 
growing old together. Loving each other right up to the end.” | 
stopped and took a sip of my coffee. 

“Tm so sorry,” Yolanda said. 
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“Thanks, but all of us here have lost pretty much everything. 
We can’t allow self-pity to swallow us. We can't...” Suddenly I found 
myself unable to say anything else and we were all quiet again. 

‘If you want anything, just whistle. You know how to whistle, 
don’t you Steve? Just put your lips together and blow.” 

Marcus turned toward the television and smiled. “You know,” 
he said. “This is one of my favorite Bogey movies.” 


Standing in front of Yolanda’s apartment door, she took my 
hands in hers. “Do you want to go somewhere else? I'll ask Tulika 
to stay a little longer.” Her eyes looked at me with deep loneliness 
and longing. 

Her need echoed in my heart. I wanted to hold her and touch 
her, but I realized, the woman before me would only be a substitute 
for what I really needed. 

I remembered once in a Mexican cantina, I had witnessed a 
friend shot in the chest by a jealous husband. The shooter ran, while 
I bent to the fallen victim. A ragged sucking sound accompanied 
each labored breath. I cast about desperately and found a roll of 
cellophane on a counter. Stretching a piece over the wound, I held 
it in place hoping my friend might be able to breathe at least until 
help arrived. The cellophane sucked in and out with each gurgling 
breath, but help never came. 

I knew right then that making love with Yolanda would be 
as cellophane uselessly stretched over the wounds we both suffered. 
I cared too much for her to use her this way. 

“Yolanda, I...I don’t think we should...” 

Tears began to pool in her dark eyes and I held her tightly 
in my arms. 

The door opened abruptly and a teenage girl gasped in 
embarrassment. 

“Tm so sorry!” Tulika said. “I heard you at the door and I...1 
didn’t know...” 

“It’s okay, sweetie,” Yolanda said. “We were just saying 
goodnight.” She looked up at me and I reached out and brushed the 
tear from her cheek. 

“TI see you tomorrow. Okay?” 
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She offered a weak smile, “Tomorrow.” 

As I walked slowly away, I heard Yolanda ask Tulika, “How’s 
Ginny?” 

“She's fine,” the girl replied. “She woke with a nightmare, but 
she’s sleeping soundly now.” 


Then the door clicked shut. 


“That was quite a session you put us through on the shooting 
range,’ I said. 

Across the lunch table sat Sergeant Wilson eating spaghetti 
and meatballs and Dr. Porter nursing a cup of hot tea. 

“Tm pushing you as I would my men. That’s all,” Sergeant 
Wilson replied. “There’s no such thing as civilians in this kind of 
war. 

“Tm not complaining. It’s good. I really appreciate the time 
you give us.” 

“What do you think happens next?” Dr. Porter asked the 
sergeant. 

“T really don’t know. I guess a lot depends on whether or not 
you guys can come up with something. Though, I don’t have much 
faith in that. 

“I agree with your assessment of the difficulties involved with 
implementing some sort of biological weapon,” he continued, “but 
if we have to attack one citadel at a time, it’s what we have to do. 
My father once said that if there’s a gun to your head you have two 
choices: “die like a rabbit, or die like a lion,’ In other words, if you 
know youre going to die don’t whimper and beg. Be like the lion 
and fight. And in fighting you just might prevail and live to fight 
another day.” 

“But you have to fight intelligently,” I said. “Part of fighting 
successfully is to wait for the right moment to attack.” 

“Well said,” Sergeant Wilson said through a mouthful of 
noodles. 

“Something interesting has developed which we might be 
able to use to our advantage,” he continued. “The Martians have not 
only isolated themselves in their citadels, but they don’t seem to be 
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expanding their territory. They also seem to have stopped hunting 
us. It’s almost as though we're no longer a major concern.” 

“That fits with Dr. Howard’s idea that they regard us only as 
local wildlife.” I said. “They have no desire to dominate us only to 
render us harmless. Do you think we're safe now?” 

“No, unfortunately this bunker is well within the LA citadel’s 
territory. I think the next task should be to try to make it to one of 
the relatively secure arcologies in Arizona. No enemy activity has 
been observed there for months. The problem is that the enemy 
patrols this region rather aggressively.” 

“I saw a report,” Dr. Porter said, “that said that the Martians 
had been observed extinguishing the oil fires in the Middle East.” 

“That’s right,” the sergeant answered. “That’s from an older 
report. The Martians certainly noticed the intense military presence 
in the Middle East, because they pretty much turned that part of the 
world into one huge smoking crater. Then, after about a month, their 
machines were recorded putting out the fires. 

“T saw the digital that some nut got close enough to record. 
Talk about balls! The flying machines hovered over a burning well 
and almost instantly the fire snuffed out.” 

“They must have used the gravity singularity generator.” Dr. 
Porter said. 

“Why do you think they would go through that kind of 
bother?” I asked. 

“Dunno,” Sergeant Wilson answered. “Maybe they have 
some use for oil.” 

“Or perhaps,” Dr. Porter said, “They don’t want the atmosphere 
to be even more polluted.” 

“They didn’t seem to care about that when they dropped all 
those rocks on us.” The sergeant said. 

“They did what they deemed expedient. That’s all,” Dr. 
Porter said. “Maybe they'll now try to restore equilibrium to the 
biosphere.” 

“You sound like youre defending them,” the sergeant said. 

“No, not at all. I’m just trying to look at their behavior as 
rationally as possible. Demonizing them will only serve to cloud 
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our perception and underestimate them. They are not monsters even 
though what they did to us was monstrous.” 

Loud laughter erupted from the far side of the cafeteria. 
Private Hayes was cracking up over something Corporal Turner 
had said. He slapped the corporal hard on the back and they both 
laughed some more. 

“What’s their story?” I asked Sergeant Wilson. 

“Who? Hayes and Turner?” His dark eyes unfocused for a 
moment, “Private Hayes is something of a charity case. Don’t get me 
wrong. He’s a good soldier though not a very deep thinking one. Oh, 
don’t give me that look. Sure, sure, ‘the dumber they are, the better 
they follow orders’. That simply isn’t true. The Army wants smart 
people. People who can think problems through and be autonomous 
if need be. I’m sorry to say that Private Hayes isn’t one of those.” 

“Hayes needs looking after?” I asked. 

“Somewhat. Give him a job, detailed instructions and he'll 
see it through. He’s loyal to a fault, bullheaded, and strong as an 
Ox. 

“Dean Turner was best friends with Hayes’s older brother 
Steven. Bill was two years younger, but exceptionally close to his 
brother. The three of them had been inseparable in their home 
town.” 

“Where'’re they from?” I asked. 

“Scottsdale, Arizona. When Steven and Dean turned 
eighteen, they enlisted and went off to the wars in the Middle East. 

“Oh no. I see where this is going,” I said. 

“Yup. Three months in, Steven was killed somewhere deep in 
the Iraqi desert. Dean, wounded, carried his friend’s body for days 
and was nearly dead himself before being rescued. The family was 
devastated and young Bill took it hard. He’s never gotten over it.” 
He shook his head.- 

“Anyway, a year later Bill, being of age, signed up. I’m sure 
he wanted to go to the war and kill as many jihadists as he could. 
Dean, however, had other plans. He pulled some strings, called in 
some favors and got Hayes assigned to his unit, which had, by this 
time, been reassigned stateside. Dean seems to think that Bill is his 
responsibility and wasn’t about to let him get killed.” 
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“Does Corporal Turner blame himself for Steven’s death?” 
Dr. Porter asked. 

“Yup, you bet he does. It had been his idea to enlist. The 
two of them fancied themselves to be some kind of larger-than-life 
dynamic duo, like Han Solo and Luke Skywalker. They were going 
to go off to the glories of war, like knights on some romantic quest, 
they were going to distinguish themselves as soldiers, become men 
and return as heroes. But the world, and especially war, is indifferent 
to these fantasies. Death and more death. That’s all war offers. No 
romance, no glory, just death.” 

He took a deep breath and stabbed a meatball with his fork, 
but didn’t eat it. “And now with the rest of his family most likely 
dead, Dean is all Bill has. I think he sometimes gets mixed up and 
thinks that Dean is Steven. It’s sad, but we all kind of look out for 
Hayes and grant him a little more leeway than usual.” 

I looked back over at them. A big smile covered Bill’s face 
as he hung on Dean’s every word. Dean stopped talking suddenly 
and turned towards us. Sergeant Wilson nodded and I smiled. He 
smiled in return, then continued his story for his friend. 

“My, look at the time,” Dr. Porter said. “T have to get back to 
the lab.” He patted us both on the shoulder and excused himself. 

“Yup, my break’s over too,” Sergeant Wilson said looking at 
his watch. “Hey, I’m off duty at 1800 hours. Care to meet me at my 
quarters? I’ve a little treasure I’d like to share.” 


Sergeant Wilson rummaged through his footlocker, and with 
an, “Ah!” held up a bottle of Scotch whiskey. 

“Laphroaig malt whiskey, old Earth’s best!” he said as he 
poured two cups. “To the living and the dead,” he toasted and 
quickly swallowed the whiskey. 

Not being a drinker, I sipped mine. The smoky, somewhat 
oily, flavor burned my throat and I coughed. 

The sergeant laughed, “Smooth, huh?” 

“So, this is some of your unofficial, emergency supply?” I 
asked and took another sip. Prepared, it went down a little easier. 

“Yup, I squirreled away a couple of bottles in my emergency 
gear, just in case. A good soldier always thinks ahead.” 
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He poured a second cup and we sat and drank quietly for a 
while. 

“My father,” he said softly, “used to say that you aren't a man 
until you've been to war.” He capped the bottle and stowed it. “He 
served in Vietnam, same as your dad. He was a tech sergeant in a 
MASH unit.” 

“Your dad was in the Air Force?” 

“Yup, you should have seen him when I signed up with the 
Army. Hell, he didn’t talk to me for months. Not until I was about 
to ship out for that first war in the Gulf, that is. When he realized 
that his only son was going to war. Well, he actually cried. You've 
got to understand, my dad did not cry. 

“It was then that the magnitude of what War was began to 
sink in. I realized that everything he had said about his service was 
pure horse shit. He had been scared shitless. In his shame he had 
hidden behind the myth of glory. What’s worse, he had sold me on 
it, and he knew, too late, that he had fucked up royally. After my first 
fire fight, all of my illusions about the glory of combat vanished. 

“War is terrible, Jon, terrible.” He paused and took another 
drink. “The myth of guts and glory is just that. A fucking, lying 
myth.” 

On an impulse I told him about my encounter with Roland 
White. 

“Marine, huh? I’m not surprised,” he said. “Those guys 
start out crazy.” Disgust contorted his face for an instant. “He’s a 
battle junkie,” he went on. “I bet he thinks the invasion is the best 
thing to happen to him. Now, he’ll have perpetual war to satisfy his 
addiction.” 

I looked over at him, but he was looking at his cup. 

“Not much of a war,” I said, “this enemy is unassailable.” 

“War isn’t just fighting, Jon. As long as you live in a state of 
constant fear you are at war.” 

“The hell of it, though, if you talk to those that have survived 
war, including noncombatants, is that they’ll tell you, despite the 
constant terror, despite the gut wrenching horror, they never felt 
more alive than when the shells were exploding over their heads. 
It becomes the reference point for the rest of their lives. And the 
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soldiers, shit! When you've got a man in the sights of your rifle. 
That moment when you know his life is yours.” Wilson paused and 
swallowed. 

He seemed unsure about what he wanted to say next. “Wars 
produce a lot of men like your marine,” he finally said. 

“By the way, Dr. Howard told me about your journey here. 
He said that you had to kill someone. You want to talk about it?” 

I took a slow drink of my whiskey and swallowed. “When I 
shot that kid,” I said, “something had come over me. Something cold, 
detached and efficient. My mind was completely clear. Pristine. 

“Somehow, I knew just where the shooter was. I fired without 
thinking. As if it had been the most natural thing in the world. 

“Even now, that thing is just beneath the surface. Like a 
coiled serpent waiting to strike.” 

“Yup, once war touches you, youre changed forever,” he said 
taking another drink. 

We looked at each other for a moment. 

He nodded, and a flicker of a smile touched his face, then 
he continued, “You're a good man, Jon. You got ‘em here safe. No 
soldier could have done a better job. I’m just glad the boy didn’t have 
to kill.” 

He was quiet again. I sat my cup on the night stand. 

“You want to know something funny?” Wilson asked. “After 
my tour was over in Iraq I reupped. I went on to fight under General 
Clark in Bosnia. Then the wars in the Gulf began, and I found 
myself again in Iraq. 

“You know why, don’t you?” 

I looked at him and his eyes were fierce. 

“Yes,” was all I could say. 

“Once war is in you, though you fear it with all of your being, 
you hate it, you are utterly repulsed and disgusted by it, and yet,” he 
again fixed me with his eyes. 

“And yet, the regular world had turned to gray. Civilian life 
is a succession of days, each like the one before. Each mundane, and 
mind numbingly trivial.” He finished his drink and stared at the 
empty cup for a few seconds before setting it next to mine. 
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“Fighting for your life and the lives of your buddies, hell, 
it’s the only time the world is real. How could I return to civilian 
life? How could I ever hope to relate to the people there again? ‘The 
Army’s the only place I can be and not end up like your dad.” 


Chapter len 


Unanswered Questions 


“Okay, now step back with your right foot, tuck your hips again, 
release and strike his wrist. Good. Tuck your hips again, release 
as you shift forward and strike. Don’t strike with your arm only; 
strike with your whole body. Now bring your right foot up to the 
left, tuck your hips, release and move forward with the right foot 
and strike with your right hand. Finish with the kick.” I watched 
as Carlos executed the moves with his training partner. We had 
been working on this technique for some days now and Carlos was 
showing excellent progress. 

“Good. How did that feel?” 

“Smooth,” he replied with a smile. 

“Good, but don’t get too confident. If you're certain you've 
got a technique down youre probably falling back on some habit. 
A technique should challenge you every time. Even after years of 
practice. You're doing well, but try to capture the feeling of the 
technique, not just the mechanics. Now do it again and use your 
legs more.” 

Carlos faced his partner and moved through the technique 
once more. 

“Good. Everyone! Listen up.” 
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The class stopped and turned to me. 

“Tm very happy with what I’m seeing. One thing, however: 
lean over and put your hands on those knobby things in front of your 
legs. What are those?” 

“Knees,” the group said in unison. 

“What do knees do?” Everyone looked at each other puzzled. 
“They bend. Right? Carlos.” I directed him to face me. 

I nodded.to him and he stepped forward and directed a punch 
at my face. 

“Notice when I move back. I’m not stepping. I’m releasing 
my hips and dropping back. Almost as if I’m sitting down and my 
foot stops me from falling. As I bend my knee, my torso lowers and 
my hand snaps up. The power in the strike comes from my body in 
motion, not the muscles of my arm and shoulder. 

“Imagine a wave rolling back then crashing forward. Try to 
invoke the feeling of that wave when doing this technique.” 

I struck the wrist of his attacking arm with a flick of my 
knuckles. 

“Watch my knees here. I shift my weight from my rear foot 
to the forward allowing the shifting of weight and the power of my 
legs to deliver the blow.” Carlos went flying back as my fist struck at 
the juncture of his shoulder and pectoral muscles. 

“Did you notice that I didn’t straighten my legs? There was 
no up and down as I moved forward. I’m seeing too much of that.” 

“Chuck.” Chuck came forward. 

“Perform the technique please.” 

I punched and he faded back stricking my wrist. 

“Good,” I said. 

As he came forward, he ever so slightly straightened his rear 
leg. As he rose up I shifted back and caught his lead hand, lowered 
my weight, turned-my hips in the direction of his attack and sent 
him flying. 

“How was I able to do that?” 

No one answered. 

“Did any of you notice that he straightened his rear leg 
and rose up a little? It was very slight, but enough for me to take 
advantage. You see; he gave me his balance. Chuck’s weight was 
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too far forward. By not keeping his knees bent, he telegraphed his 
intention to me and I easily countered his counter. Get it?” 

Several students nodded insincerely then looked at each other 
with raised eyebrows. 

“Good, try it again. Play with it. Remember; use your limbs 
for distance and your body for power. ” 

I moved around the room as my students worked on the Sui 
no kata technique. 

“Okay, gather up. 

“Budo Taijutsu properly understood will offer your opponent 
no resistance. Never go muscle against muscle. Your use of space 
and structure is the key. 

“Bring him into your space by offering no resistance to his 
attack. Even in this technique in which we strike his attacking hand, 
were only flowing with his punch. 

“The untucking of the hips allows you to lower your center of 
gravity without effort. This lures him into committing fully to his 
attack and thereby forfeits his balance. You create an empty space 
for him to fall into by presenting the illusion of being in one place, 
but in reality, you're already in another. Moving from the hips allows 
this to happen. Then, by using your legs to shift forward and striking 
him with your structure, not your strength, you defeat him. Quite 
often, the follow up kick is unnecessary...for this isolated technique, 
that is. In a real life or death encounter you must not stop. Flow ever 
onward until your attacker is rendered harmless. 

“Carlos and Chuck. Let’s see it one more time.” 

I was gratified to watch Carlos perform the technique nearly 
flawlessly. 

“Very good. Could you feel the flow?” 

Carlos nodded. 

“Well,” I said addressing the class. “I always like to end a 
training session with a good one, so let’s call it a day. Good work 
everyone.” 

My students clapped enthusiastically and, talking among 
themselves, gathered up their gear. 

After showering, Carlos asked if I wanted to grab a bite to 
eat. 
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“Can't. Dr. Howard asked me to drop by the lab. How about 


dinner>” 


On my way to the lab, Chuck intercepted me. 

“Jon! We've just received digital from Russia. Come on.” 

We stopped in front of Colonel William’s office. 

“Are you sure I can come in?” I asked. “Isn’t this military 
eyes only?” , 

“Just keep quiet and maybe it'll be alright.” 

We went in. The room was dark. Several soldiers stood 
around the Colonel’s desk facing a large screen plasma TV mounted 
on the wall. 

Sergeant Wilson glanced at us and nodded. 

“We've just received this out of Russia via the internet. At 
this point there is no direct connection across the ocean, so this has 
been relayed from base to base. And, as I understand, copied to disk 
and carried over ground from somewhere in Central America to the 
Arizona Arcology. Then, it was sent off to us and anyone else able 
to receive it. 

“Now that’s what I call determination,” someone with a 
Specialist’s insignia said. 

A clerk inserted the disk into the computer and the plasma 
TV sprang to life. 

“It seems,” the Colonel continued, “that the Russians were 
able to organize the remains of their military in a desperate assault 
on the Moscow Citadel.” He paused. “Is it ready?” 

“Yessir!” the clerk said. 

The clerk moved the mouse and clicked. 

On screen, a shaky and blurred image revealed a front of 
hundreds, if not thousands, of war machines marching pitilessly 
across a burning landscape. Giant copper eggs hovered above the 
line of tri-peds and advanced slowly before them. Scarlet beams of 
searing light danced from them, leaving an inferno in their wake. 

The great hoods of the tri-peds turned and bobbed balloon- 
like atop their spindly legs, while finely articulated metal tentacles 
swept the irresistible lasers before them. Black poisonous foam 


poured forth and blanketed the land. 
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The last desperate army humankind had mustered, fell before 
the invaders like wheat before the harvester. 

I watched through tearing eyes as a [82 tank was lifted up 
by the irresistible strength of robotic tentacles and held before the 
lambent jet-black lens beneath the fighting machine's carapace. ‘The 
tank was coolly regarded while the laser cut it open. Then tentacles 
pulled it apart like a snail revealing the squirming meat at its center. 
More tentacles wrapped around the dainties, ripped them screaming 
from their armor and tossed them alive into great baskets. 

The machines cut across the landscape leaving in their train, 
death and ruin. 

Then the image vibrated uncontrollably and the screen went 
blank. 

“Shit!” someone swore. 

Colonel Williams said, “That looks to be it. It’s crystal clear 
that we're no match for their machines.” 

“Well, that’s certainly an understatement,” Sergeant Wilson 
mumbled. 

“The report said,” the Colonel continued unphased, “that, 
shortly after the massacre we just watched, the Russians had managed 
to fire off one of their remaining nukes. Unfortunately, the Martians 
had learned something from the battle with the Chinese. They 
linked their shields together and stopped it. No explosion, nothing!” 
He pounded his fist on his desk. “The Russians didn’t get the chance 
to fire any more. ‘This isn’t a war, men. We're beat.” 

The Colonel took a deep breath and motioned for the lights 
to be turned on. Florescent flickering made my eyes blink and I 
excused myself. 

I stood in the hall for several minutes as I composed myself, 
then made my way uneasily to the lift and pressed the down button. 
Moments later I was knocking at the lab door. 

“Come in,” a voice said through the door. I entered and I 
saw Marcus and Dr. Porter working intensely at a computer station. 
Ginny was feeding some rabbits and stopped when she saw me. 

“Jon!” She hugged me. “I’m feeding the animals.” 

“T’m sure they appreciate that,” I said. 
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Along the right side wall were dozens of cages and habitats 
filled with rabbits, rats, squirrels, bats, birds, mice and assorted 
reptiles. There were also various insects in small glass cages. The 
alien life forms were kept in a separate containment facility, along 
with various biological agents and chemicals. Marcus had told me 
that it could not be directly accessed from this room. Otherwise, 
Ginny couldn't be here. 

“Jon,” Ginny whispered. 

“Yes, sweetie.” 

She motioned for me to bend over then she whispered in my 
ear. “Do you know the Martians are in the room across the hall?” 

“The Martian bugs, you mean? How do you know that?” I 
whispered back. | 

“Yeah, the bugs. I can hear them. They sing to each other.” 

“What do you mean you can hear them?” 

“In my head. I hear them singing. Don’t tell Dr. Marcus. I 
don’t think he’d like it.” 

She had an expression of utmost seriousness on her little face. 
“I won't,” I promised. 

Ginny smiled and returned to her chore. 

I joined Marcus and Dr. Porter at a computer station. A 
monitor was positioned above their workstation and therein I saw 
another scientist in a protective suit. I couldn't tell what he was 
doing. 

“Jon. You're just in time. Look at this.” Marcus indicated a 
computer screen. 

“After what I just saw I hope this is something good,” I said. 
I briefly told them about the Russian digital. 

Maccus interrupted and motioned to the monitor. 

I saw several clusters of reddish globs, I guessed to be cells in 
extreme magnification. A gigantic syringe entered the picture and 
squirted out a cluster of yellow cells. Almost immediately, the red 
cells moved towards the yellow, surrounded them and in seconds, 
they were gone. 

“Well. That was, uh, fascinating. What did I just see?” 

“What we're up against.” 

“Come again?” 
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“The yellow cells are extremely virulent bacteria that we 
introduced into a culture of blood from one of the Martian bugs. 
Did you see how the Martian macrophage assimilated the bacteria? 
It’s the same story with everything we've tried.” Marcus rubbed his 
eyes. 

“We've been trying several recently evolved pathogens in 
the hope that the Martians hadn’t been able to tailor their immune 
system to accommodate them. But, so far, nothing works,” Dr. Porter 
added. 

He flipped an intercom. “Clay, I think that’ll do for today.” 

The man in the monitor gave a thumb’s up and began cleaning 
up. 

“Have you ever watched white blood cells surround and 
devour a pathogen?” Marcus asked me. 

“Can't say that I have,” I replied. 

“A human macrophage can take hours to destroy a bacterium. 
Martian macrophage does it in a matter of seconds.” 

“Astonishing,” Dr. Porter exclaimed. “Are you thinking what 
I’m thinking?” 

“Nanoengineering?” Marcus asked. 

“Yes, indeed. We may be observing nanotechnology at it’s 
most sublime. The Martian immune system may not be a genetic 
accomplishment at all.” 

“Well, if these really are nanobots,” Marcus said, “I can’t 
distinguish them from organic cells. The level of sophistication is so 
far beyond ours as to be akin to magic.” 

“It does go a long way in explaining how they are able to 
intake blood directly into their circulatory system.” Dr. Porter said. 
“Since they withdraw the blood using artificial means they probably 
filter it prior to intake. An external digestive system if you will. Then 
the endogenous nanotechnology does the rest. They have no need 
for a digestive system, which of course, along with abandoning the 
limbs, freed up the body’s resources to evolve the enlarged brain.” 

The doctors talked quietly for some time. Although their 
clinical detachment helped to ease the horror of all I had witnessed 
this day, their conversation was far beyond my experience. Having 
nothing to contribute, I was beginning to feel uncomfortable. They 
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were silent for a few minutes and I was about to excuse myself when 
Dr. Porter said: 

“Tm still amazed at how similar, barring the extraordinary 
immune system, the Martian genotype is to ours, and yet the 
phenotype is so bizarrely different. The consistent tripartite 
physiology is so strange to me, but their DNA is essentially identical 
to terrestrial life.” Dr. Porter moved the computer mouse and closed 
the window. 

“T remember reading an interview with Francis Crick years 
ago,” I said, happy to be able to join in. “He mentioned a hypothesis 
called panspermia: the notion that life came to Earth from elsewhere. 
Seeded by space debris impacting our planet or something like that. 
He was saying that the hypothesis could not advance beyond being 
an interesting idea without samples of alien life. Now that you have 
alien life to study are you saying that life on Earth and Mars may 
have a common origin?” I looked at Dr. Porter then at Marcus. 

“Well,” Dr. Porter answered. “It would explain a great many 
things.” 

“But it would create more questions than it answers,” 
Marcus interjected. “I still think that carbon based life could evolve 
independently and still follow similar pathways.” 

“But, how do you explain the near identical DNA?” Dr. 
Porter asked. 

I realized that this was an old argument between them. “I’m 
sorry I brought it up.” 

Marcus laughed. “We really don’t know, Jon. It’s an academic 
question. I don’t think an answer either way would get us any closer 
to defeating them.” 

“One thing that puzzles me,” I said, “and I don’t know if this 
is something you can even answer.” I paused composing my thoughts. 
“Why do their machines have legs? They have obviously mastered 
flight. Hell, the body of the damn things looks as if it’s floating on 
top of those spindly legs. The legs simply push them along like a 
swimmer pushing along the bottom of a pool.” 

“Hmm, well, Jon,” said Marcus, “I actually do have an idea 
about that. Now, remember, this is pure speculation. If the Martians 
have indeed mastered nanotechnology, and I’m quite sure they have, 
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what if the machines evolve like living things? What if the Martians 
set the mechanical equivalent of genetic coding in their technology? 
Each generation of machine evolves and adapts with the Martians 
occasionally intervening like a dog breeder refining a breed. Perhaps 
the legs are simply vestigial.” 

Dr. Porter had stopped paying attention and was speaking 
quietly to himself. “December 21%, 2012 A.D. marked the alignment 
of the Ecliptic with the Galactic Equator.” 

“What's that?” Marcus asked. 

“Oh, I was just thinking aloud. The Ecliptic is the path of 
the sun; the ancient Mesoamericans were fascinated with the point 
of its crossing with the equator of the Milky Way.” 

“Yes,” I put in, “The Mayans called it the Sacred Tree.” 

Dr. Porter smiled, “Over generations of recording the 
paths of the stars and planets, and with the discovery of zero, the 
Mesoamericans calculated with remarkable accuracy this event. They 
were so taken with it that they ended their calendar with it. It’s an 
astonishing coincidence.” 

“But what does that have to do with anything?” Marcus asked. 
“Aside from the remarkable coincidence, and I’m almost certain it’s 
nothing more, the Martians are just as capable of calculating this 
galactic event as the Mayans. For reasons I doubt we'll ever know, 
this event may mean something to the Martians and have nothing 
at all to do with prophecy, visions and the like.” 

“You think the Mayans somehow anticipated the invasion?” 
I asked. 

“No, I doubt it very much,” Dr. Porter said. “Marcus is 
probably right.” He smiled and patted my knee. “Our world is at 
the end of its tether, Jon,” he said, “and all we have are unanswered 
questions.” 


Chapter Eleven 


Disaster 


Months came and went. Almost all access to outside sources of 
information had been lost save for the arcology in Arizona. We 
were alone and general morale was falling. ‘The scientists busied 
themselves studying the Martian bugs and plant life making little 
progress. 

I pushed my body to greater levels of endurance and health 
and my martial skills were improving significantly. My old teachers 
would have been proud. Yolanda had more or less adopted Carlos, 
while Ginny loved having a big brother. ‘The attraction between 
Yolanda and me was ever present, but we did not act on it. 

Yolanda had dealt with her loss better than I, but she 
understood and was satisfied with our friendship. She found solace 
in caring for both her daughter and Carlos, and helping the sick. 

Carlos was becoming a very accomplished fighter, a 
compassionate caregiver, and his humor kept our small group buoyed. 
Chuck earned his mi-dan rank, that is, second-degree black belt. 

Spring came and the sky showed no sign of clearing. The 
acid rain and heightened levels of ultra-violet radiation, however, 
never reached the predicted levels and actually showed some signs 
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of stabilizing. Dr. Porter’s guess that the Martians may be actively 
restoring the Earth’s equilibrium seemed to be correct. 

“What worries me,” he said, “is that we’re recording unusual 
levels of certain toxic gases in the atmosphere. At the current levels 
they’re harmless, but, if they continue to increase there could be some 
trouble.” 

Reconnaissance groups were chosen to go out and explore 
and I volunteered. 

“No Jon, I’m sorry,” Sergeant Wilson said. “I’d rather send 
service men. It’s their job. Besides you're needed here.” 


One of the reconnaissance parties found a severely injured man 
wandering, semi-delirious, in the hills. By the time they returned 
and got him to the infirmary, he had a dangerously high fever and 
was unconscious. He woke long enough to tell the Doctor about a 
group of refugees holed up in an old warehouse in Santa Clarita. 
Their supplies were nearly exhausted and he had volunteered to try 
to find help. He fell into a coma shortly after giving the location and 
the following morning died. 

A rescue team was assembled. Many of us worried about 
risking the lives of the young soldiers on such an extensive mission, 
but the Colonel had apparently thought the prospect of rescuing 
the refugees worth the risk. “Only volunteers will be sent,” he had 
said. 

I went to Sergeant Wilson. 

“T know what you're going to say and I still say no, Jon. You're 
an exemplary fighter, but field operations involve much more than 
that. You haven’t been in the field training with them. My men 
know each other and know what to expect. Don’t worry, I’m sending 
Corporal McLeod. If he’s as good as you say he is they should be 
all right.” 

He raised his hand to quell my protest, “I’m sorry, but that’s 
final.” 


After nearly three weeks, Chuck and his men returned with 
thirty filthy, worn and haggard survivors. 
After debriefing, Chuck found me in my room. 
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“Can I come in, Sensei?” 

“Chuck! Come in.” I patted his shoulder and indicated 
Carlos’ cot where he sat looking worn and gaunt. 

“Td rather you call me Jon outside of class. You know I never 
went for all the formalities. We've known each other a very long time 
and I’d like you to think of me as a friend.” 

His face brightened a little. 

“Well>” I asked. 

“It’s horrible.” 

“What?” 

“What they’ve done to our world. The Martians. It was like, 
I don’t know, like something out of a cheesy sci-fi horror movie. It’s 
not Earth anymore. ‘The air stinks and there are things out there. 
Monsters. I lost three of my men and two of the refugees. 

“You know, Sen-, I mean, Jon, I hadn’t really believed that we 
had lost. Not really. But now, after I’ve seen what they've done.” 

He couldn't continue and we sat quietly. A hundred questions 
ran through my mind. 

Suddenly the floor shook and several explosions rumbled 
through the mountain. 

“What was that?” I asked. 

“Dunno,” he answered with rising fear in his eyes. 

An alarm went off and the red emergency lights flashed. 
People were running to their posts. 

“We've been found!” someone yelled. 

“Red alert, red alert” an announcement rang through the 
halls. “Evacuate. This is not a drill. Repeat: this is not a drill.” A 
siren began sounding. 

“Shit! We were followed. I’ve got to get to my post. Get to 
the tunnels, Jon!” 

We briefly clasped hands, then he took off running. I grabbed 
my pack and ran to the infirmary passing Dr. Porter and several of 
the researchers on the way. I assured him that as soon as I found our 
friends we'd join him at the evacuation site. 

The infirmary was empty, but I overtook Yolanda and Carlos 
on the way to childcare. A frightened Tulika holding a wailing little 
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boy met us at the door and Ginny leapt into Yolanda’s waiting arms. 
I helped Tulika with the child and we ran. 

“What's happening Mommy,’ she cried. “Have the Martians 
found us?” 

“Yes,” Yolanda gasped trying to talk and run at the same time. 
“We've got to get out of here.” 

“T bet they heard the bug’s songs,” Ginny said. 

Yolanda didn’t hear her, but I did and a cold rush of fear shot 
up my spine. 

I found a frazzled Marcus on the way to the gymnasium. 
“Have you seen Ed?” he shouted over the siren. 

“Yes, he should already be at the evacuation area,” | 
answered. 

We funneled into the gymnasium and joined the others at the 
designated area. Subdued panic ran through the crowd of refugees 
and staff as we gathered our emergency gear. 

“Okay, we'll go out the east tunnel,” Chuck said taking charge 
of our group. 

People began filing out when an explosion erupted in the 
outer passageway near the elevator. Muffled screams and gunfire 
echoed through the chamber. 

Then, with a great noise, a small tri-ped burst through a wall 
of flames into the chamber. Standing about twelve feet tall, the 
machine’s steel tentacles whipped and the egg-shaped laser projector 
swung on the flexible stalk sprouting out from the nose of the ovoid 
body. 

Rock and concrete cracked and melted as the laser flickered 
about the chamber and, at its touch, soldiers and refugees exploded 
spraying the walls with boiling blood and steaming organs. 

The tri-ped cut off access to the east tunnel. 

“This way!” Chuck yelled, and the refugees that were still in 
the chamber made a mad rush for the west tunnel. 

Ensuring that my friends got into the tunnel, I turned back 
toward the battle. 

“Jon!” called Yolanda with barely restrained terror. 


“Tt’s okay, Pll catch up,” I yelled over the din. “GO!” 
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Marcus grabbed Yolanda. Carlos carried Ginny and they 
disappeared down the passageway with the fleeing throng. 

I grabbed an assault rifle and several banana clips and made 
my way to Sergeant Wilson. 

“What the hell are you doing?” boomed the sergeant. 

“Tm helping,” I said and fired a round at the tri-ped. 

“Christ!” he said. “Alright. Aim for the laser. If we can 
disable it we just might get out of this.” 

Wilson lifted a walkie-talkie to his mouth. “Blow the elevator 
shaft! I don’t want anymore of these goddamn things down here.” 

The only answer was static. 

“Dammit!” Wilson cursed. 

Behind us, the rest of our people disappeared down the tunnel 
while we held the attention of the alien machine. 

The tri-ped had snared a soldier in one of its tentacles 
and smashed him into a pulp against the rock wall. ‘Then, finally 
succumbing to the collective rifle fire, the laser projector exploded. 
Several soldiers fell back screaming as white-hot shrapnel splattered 
them. 

“Now, put everything you've got at the forward right leg, the 
top joint!” the sergeant commanded. 

Even without the laser, the machine was deadly. It moved 
swiftly among the nearest row of soldiers with spider-like grace, 
grabbed two more men and flung them like rag dolls against the 
floor. The tri-ped then jumped and landed several feet away impaling 
aman with its dagger foot. It turned and shot a tentacle forward like 
a spear skewering another soldier. 

Suddenly, its right front leg collapsed and the tri-ped fell. 
The flailing tentacles struck two slow moving soldiers flinging them 
savagely against the wall with a sickening wet sound. 

We turned to make a run for the west tunnel and stopped. 
The tunnel was blocked. Several huge chunks of blasted stone covered 
the entrance. 

“We're not getting out that way,” I said. 

“Okay men!” Wilson shouted. “Concentrate all fire on its 
other legs. Don’t target the body. If that thing blows it’ll take the 
whole base with it.” 


We fired round after round at the flailing tri-ped. It managed 
to pull itself up on its two remaining legs and lunged at us. A tentacle 
whipped out and struck Sergeant Wilson sending him flying high up 
against the rock wall. He collapsed unmoving on the floor. I leaped 
back as it fell again, its legs finally disabled. 

For many minutes, I couldn’t think. The tri-ped continued 
to thrash wildly. 

Standing, I leaned wearily against the wall. The floor was 
covered with broken and charred bodies. 

Then, two other shapes stirred and staggered to their feet. 
The shapes solidified into the forms of Hayes and Turner. 

After several more minutes, I tried to walk only to stumble 
and fall. I rested for a moment, then crawled over to where Sergeant 
Wilson’s body lay twisted and bloody. I felt vainly for a pulse. 

“Dammit, Sergeant! Tom! Get up! I’m not leaving you!” I 
cried. 

“Come on!” I heard a voice shout. “He’s gone. We have to 
go!” A hand grasped mine and pulled me up. I staggered, grief 
nearly blinding me. I shook my head and the cold, ancient thing 
reared up in my mind and the grief shrank. Feeling a little stronger, 
I grabbed an extra survival kit and several more clips for my rifle. 

Avoiding the still struggling tri-ped, we picked our way 
through the scattered bodies and smoking debris. ‘The soldiers 
disappeared into the east tunnel. I hesitated a moment then, after 
one last glance back at the broken body of my friend, I followed. 
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Chapter Iwelve 


Despair 


The east tunnel, part of the old mine the military had procured and 
lengthened several decades ago, covered nearly seven miles. An 
array of tension cables and compression rods supported the stone and 
concrete walls, more of Fuller’s tensegrity at work. Thanks to this 
remarkable feat of engineering, these reinforced walls had endured 
many earthquakes. 

The concrete magnified the echo of our footsteps and our 
flashlights cast the only light. The floor was smooth, mostly made 
of poured concrete and worked stone, but occasionally we would 
stumble on places where it had cracked and shifted with the years. 
Small streams occasionally crossed the path and the sound of trickling 
water created a constant background noise. 

The tunnel ran straight for forty minutes then gradually 
began to climb before leveling off again. We walked wordlessly for 
two hours with no sign of our comrades. 

“How many others made it to this tunnel?” I asked. 

“Dunno,” Corporal Turner answered. “About twenty, 
maybe.” 

“Do you think the others made it through the west tunnel 
okay?” Hayes asked. 
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“I hope so,” I said. “I saw most of them get in before the 
fighting began.” 

“This tunnel will bring us out to the northeast of Devil’s 
Punchbowl,” Turner offered. 

The west tunnel was a bit shorter being about four miles long 
and opened out above Soledad Canyon 

“Corporal Turner,” I began. 

“Dean, please.” Dean was a much smaller man than Hayes, 
with a fighter’s build and intelligent eyes. He had a thoughtful and 
courteous manner. 

“Dean.” I said. “Do you think any more of those things got 
in?” 

“Don’t know. All I do know is that we gotta keep moving.” 

The corporal took point. We walked for about twenty 
more minutes when Hayes stumbled on a timber that had fallen 
haphazardly across the path. Shining our flashlights up, we saw that 
we had passed out of the more recently maintained tunnel and into 
the older mine. A reinforced door that had separated the mine from 
the arcology tunnel, and manufactured to resemble the uneven rock, 
had been pushed aside. 

“We're close to the end,” Dean said. “They left about a mile 
of the tunnel, more or less, in its original state just in case someone 
figured out the entrance.” 

The floor was cracked and uneven, forcing us to slow our pace. 
In places, the walls had crumbled covering the ground with rock and 
the heavy air smelled of wet, rotting wood. 

There was more water now, as well as signs of animal life. A 
startled colony of bats darted around our heads before resettling on 
the wall. Hayes surprised a family of rats, which squeaked in outrage 
before running down a hole. ; 

“Don’t you think we should be catching up to the others 
soon?” I asked. “Even if they were running I’m sure none of them 
could have run seven miles in the dark.” 

As if in answer, we heard voices a short distance in front of 
us. 

“Up ahead!” shouted Hayes. “There’s three of us coming up 
on you.” 
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The voices stopped and moments later we were reunited with 
the other refugees. 

“How many are here?” Dean asked. 

“Twelve,” a familiar voice answered. 

“Dr. Porter?” I asked. 

“Jon?” 

A flashlight shone briefly in my face and I put my hand up. 

“Goodness, I’m glad to see you,” the old man gave me a fierce 
hug. “But what about Marcus? And the others?” 

“They got out the west tunnel,” I said, “just before it was 
collapsed by a Martian mini tri-ped.” 

“We heard the sound of gunfire and shouts,” a voice said from 
the shadows. 

“A mini tri-ped>?” Dr. Porter asked. 

“Yes. It had a laser but, apparently no shielding,” I said. 

“We got the bastard,” Hayes said. 

“Just barely,” said Dean. He paused for a moment and | 
guessed his mind was back in the chamber with the dead. “Let’s keep 
going,” he said at last, “I don’t want to be caught in this hole.” 

After only a brief rest, the fifteen of us continued the march. 
We were eager to get out of the confining tunnel and marched 
without stopping for over an hour. 

“A mile, huh?” I said to Dean. 

“Well, maybe two.” 

‘The path twisted through several turns. I slowly noticed a 
draft on my face, then realized that we had begun to ascend. 

“We're almost out,” Dean said. 

“What's that?” someone said. 

We stopped and listened. Far off behind us we heard the faint 
clattering of metal on stone. Then it stopped. 

“What is that?” another asked. 

“Shh!” the corporal hissed. 

‘The clattering began again very distant, but steadily growing 
louder. 

“Dammit!” he said. “Everyone... RUN!” 

Everyone ran. The sound of our feet and breath drowned out 
the sound of the approaching doom behind us. 
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Suddenly we ran into a dead-end. 

“What the...?” I said. 

“There’s a release here somewhere,” Dean said. “Help me 
look.” 

We frantically fumbled along the wall on either side of the 
tunnel looking for a lever, button, or some kind of knob. 

The sound of metal on stone grew louder behind us. 

“Come on!” Dean said then cursed. “Here it is! Shit! It’s 
just a root.” 

“Got it,” said Hayes. He pulled a lever and the wall in front 
of us popped open about a foot and stopped. A reddish light shone 
through the crack and I could make out the silhouette of large red 
leaves covering the opening. 

“It’s blocked. Push!” 

We put our shoulders to the door and pushed. Inch by 
agonizing inch and finally it flung open spilling us to the ground 
and into the light of day. 

“Hurry!” Dean shouted. “Shut it.” 

Again, we put our shoulders to the door and pushed until we 
heard the click of the latch. Then we ran. When we were a good 
distance away, we ducked behind a fallen tree and waited. Those of 
us with guns had them trained on the now invisible door. 

Nothing. 

“It must be at the door by now,” someone offered. 

Still nothing. 

“I don’t get it,” said the Private. 

“Maybe it thinks it ran into a dead end,” the Corporal said. 
“It may not have been sure that we were in there.” 

We waited for several more everlasting moments. 

“Okay,” said Dean. “Let’s get the hell away from here.” 

We ran until the tunnel was far behind us. After about three 
hundred yards, Dr. Porter stumbled and fell wheezing. We stopped 
and I bent to help him up. 

“Wait,” he whispered. “Help me get my pack off.” 

He opened a side pocket, pulled out a small inhaler, and 
puffed on it several times. “That’s better,” he said with a little more 
strength. “The air is cleaner, but my condition is triggered by stress 
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and physical exertion. I would’ve died in the weeks following the 
attack if not for my Albuterol.” 

“So, you're telling me you're an asthmatic?” 

leee 

“But, you smoke!” 

“Yes, well,” he smiled, “I don’t smoke that often. And, besides, 
I’ve made it this far, haven’t I? I doubt you'll look this good when 
you're eighty-six.” His eyes sparkled behind his thick glasses. 

We laughed. 

Dean came over. “Can you walk?” 

“Give me a couple of minutes.” 

“Where to, now?” I asked. 

Dean wiped his forehead with his sleeve. “Well, the plan was 
that if we were separated like this we would rendezvous at the ranger 
station near Little Rock about twenty miles northwest of here.” 

“Then what?” a woman asked. 

“We make for Arizona,” he answered. 

“Surely we're not going to hike twenty miles through the 
mountains and desert now?” Dr. Porter said. 

“How about if we hike for an hour, then set up camp. We 
can rest and start out fresh tomorrow,” I offered. 

Everyone agreed. After drinking some water and eating trail 
mix, we set off. Fortunately, I had a pair of hiking shoes tied to my 
pack. ‘The shoes I used to tool around the bunker weren’t much more 
than slippers and not suited for the difficult hike ahead. 

Besides Dr. Porter, who seemed to have recovered, I recognized 
the biochemist Dr. Clay Forrest, and Carl Webber, an engineer. Carl 
had worked on a couple of the telescopes that used to orbit our planet. 
Before becoming a researcher on the Martian defense project Dr. 
Forrest had been a lead researcher at the Biodefense Center at Fort 
Detrick. The other nine, of which two were women, were unfamiliar. 
I guessed they were part of the newly arrived band of refugees. I 
pitied them coming, as they were, from terrible circumstances to, 
what they had thought would be safety, and now out here again in 
this hazardous, alien world. 

Finally, I took the time to take in the world around us. After 
nine months underground, I was unprepared for the change. The 
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world, my world, was gone. Sunlight illuminated the cloud ceiling and 
cast a diffused radiance on the earth presenting the uncomfortable 
illusion of being inside a mad surrealist’s canvas. The temperature 
was cool and crisp. The red weed had spread at an alarming rate 
turning the once green and golden land scarlet. 

Other alien plants had also sprung up. Some were strange 
cactus-like growths with long glistening spikes, while others looked 
like bizarre sponges that undulated as though they were breathing. 
A thick, foul smelling, green fume seeped out of the many holes. 
Most of the familiar terrestrial trees were being choked by the red 
vine that crept up the trunks and covered the crowns with thick 
leaves that exploded in a bloom of scarlet. A thick leafed, crimson 
lichen covered the rocks and cliffs and, perhaps, the most unsettling: 
strange offensive odors permeated the air. 

Over all of this was the constant whine of some kind of 
droning like heavily caffeinated cicadas. This metallic trill reminded 
me of the pervasive insectile drone I had always associated with the 
tropical rainforests. 

As we marched, dozens of the Martian bugs skittered 
erratically across our path. One had caught a squirrel and was feasting 
when we surprised it. It leapt straight up like a frightened cat and 
hopped away leaving the partially eaten animal behind. Hungry 
flies were already descending on the carcass to eat and lay eggs as 
we passed. I looked back and saw the creature peek out of the bush 
and watch us. When we were far enough away, it hopped out and 
continued its meal. 

Private Hayes was muttering to himself. I could make out 
an occasional curse toward the Martians and grief over the death of 
Sergeant Wilson. Dean slowed and fell in step with him and tried 
to console him. 

We set up camp in the middle of a circle of lichen-covered 
boulders. We decided not to light a fire and dined on cold food 
bars. 

I sat next to Dr. Porter. 

“Do you think Marcus and the others are okay?” he asked. 

“Marcus and Carlos are very resourceful and tenacious. If 
anyone can make it to the rendezvous point it’ll be them.” 
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Dr. Porter didn’t look reassured. 

“What do you make of the changes in the environment?” I 
asked, hoping to distract him from his worries. 

“Well, we had been monitoring some of the changes. But 
still, seeing it first hand is quite shocking.” He broke off one of the 
thick, foot long leaves from a bush of red weed and contemplated it. 
“This plant, for instance, is remarkable. It acts like an atmosphere 
factory. Have you noticed how rich with oxygen the air is? Even at 
this elevation the air is thick.” 

“Are you sure it’s oxygen? The air smells stale and dirty. Like 
rotten eggs or something.” 

“Oh, yes this plant certainly produces oxygen. I don’t know 
what’s befouling the air though.” He cast his gaze about. “It could be 
any number of these new plants, or perhaps a product of the Martian 
factories.” 

“What about the sky? I asked. “It still looks dirty and the 
clouds look even thicker than before. Hell, the clouds look unnatural, 
almost like they’re manufactured.” 

“They may be using the water from the oceans to make a 
permanent canopy. You see: Martian life is very sensitive to direct 
sunlight. If they are responsible, we're going to have major climatic 
changes. The polar ice will begin melting and sea levels will rise 
sharply. ‘They’re turning the Earth into a giant green house.” 

“Weren't we already doing that?” 

“Sure, haphazardly. However, I believe the Martians are 
terra-forming the planet,” he said. “Well, not erra-forming it, 
but, you know what I mean. I think the Martians are altering our 
planet to emulate the underground conditions of their home. Or 
even, perhaps, to replicate the ancient conditions of the Martian 
surface. Somehow, they’re changing the air. We know they breathe 
oxygen, but they may require a very different mix of atmospheric 
chemicals than we're use to. For all we know the final product may 
be unbreathable. 

“This rotten egg odor, for example, really bothers me.” He 
quickly took another puff from his inhaler, then got up and walked 
near one of the undulating alien plants and sniffed. 
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“It seems to be coming from those sponge-like plants,” he 
said, sitting back down. “Assuming, that is, that they are plants. It 
smells like hydrogen sulfide. Which would be a disaster. For us, at 
least.” 

“You think the air will eventually kill us?” 

“T really don’t know, Jon. I’m just guessing and I’m tired. 
I only hope Marcus is okay.” He squeezed my hand. “Thanks for 
trying to distract me.” 

Dean stood. “Let’s get some shut eye so we can start out at 
first light.” 

As I lay uncomfortably in my sleeping bag on the hard ground 
with sleep fleeing ii me, I overheard Hayes and Dean talking 
in low voices: 

“You're too bide by rage!” the corporal hissed. 

“We're beat, Corporal, you know it. What did Samson do to 
the Philistines when he had the chance?” 

“Tm not up on my bible stories.” 

“He used his miraculous strength to kill thousands of his 
enemies by killing himself. ‘So the dead which he slew at his death were 
more than they, which he slew in his life.’ You see, we have to hurt them, 
let them know that occupying us will cost them too much in the long 
run. God’s on our side.” 

“Well, I don’t know about God, Private. I do know that 
what you're suggesting is wrong and I don’t want you talking about 
it anymore. That’s an order.” 

I couldn’t make out Hayes’ reply before he got up and went 
to his sleeping bag. 

Dean sat in the darkness for some time before rolling out his 


bag. 


We had marched all morning and were now enjoying a quick 
lunch. 

Dr. Porter was looking better. We had climbed higher and 
the air smelled cleaner. The extra oxygen was giving us all new 
vigor. 


“Tt was Roland. Christ! He’s worse than the invaders.” 
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I jumped. “What did you say?” 


The speaker was one of the new refugees. He winched at the 
force of my question. “Roland White, ya heard of him?” 

“Yeah, I met him. Long ago. He tried to recruit me.” 

“Well, he’s gathered a small army and is now carving out a 
kingdom out in the desert near Palm Springs. We managed to escape 
his raiding parties by the skin of our teeth. Shit! What with the alien 
hunters and Roland’s thugs, we were sure we were done for. ‘Then we 
were rescued by you guys and now, I’m double sure we’re done for.” 
He offered a weak smile. . 

“We're doing our best,” I said. “Sometimes fate doesn’t give 
a fig about our best, though. We just have to keep going and face 
what’s in front of us with courage.” 

I was quiet then and the man slowly rejoined the conversation 
with his friends. 

Just then, I saw something move near my feet. It looked like 
a very large eyeless banana slug. It slowly crawled, leaving a trail of 
yellow slime, near a resting beetle. When it was about two inches 
from the beetle, three tendrils shot out. The insect struggled vainly 
before being viciously pulled into the slug’s waiting maw, where three 
sharp mandibles made short work of it. 

I was so engrossed with this that, when a boot came down 
and crushed it, I jumped. 

The boot belonged to Hayes; his face was a mask of pure 
disgust. “Come on,” he spat, “Let’s keep going.” __ 


The following day a sudden cloudburst of rain nearly drowned 
us. We hid miserably from the deluge beneath an outcropping of rock 
and did our best to keep our supplies dry. 

Dr. Forrest, taking the opportunity, gathered some of the 
rainwater and tested it. 

“Well, Clay, how is it?” Dr. Porter inquired. 

He answered that the rain was, indeed, mildly acidic. 

“What I need,” he said, “Is a lab. I can check the PH balance, 
but not the chemical composition. I’d really like to know what the 
bastards are putting in our air.” 
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That night I huddled beneath my blankets and listened to 


the drone of rain, when I was transported back to another time and 
another world. 


It had been late spring when we visited Sedona, Arizona. Nora 
and I had hiked up to Boynton Canyon to see one of the supposed energy 
vortices in the desert. ‘The red rock glistened with tiny quartz crystals and 
we found a coxy cave overlooking the desert, which stretched beneath us 

Sor as far as the eye could see. Clouds gathered in the distance, and bolts of 
lightning sizzled across the dark sky and illuminated the rock formations 
in electric light. 

As the storm moved closer and the rain began to fall, we made 

fierce, passionate, love in our little cave. Thunder boomed and vibrated 
through our aroused bodies and snarls of lightning attended our joined 
climax. We lay naked and exhausted. Our bodies tingling with electricity 
as the desert storm, its passion spent along with ours, abated. Sunbeams 
broke through the scattering clouds. It had been as if unseen hands had 
choreographed the storm in concert with our lovemaking. We laughed and 
slowly, with shaking hands, dressed. 


“Jon! Time to go.” Dr. Porter was shaking me. The dream 
slipped reluctantly from my mind as I rolled up my blanket. I didn’t 
speak while I ate my tiny portion of breakfast. 


We had been hiking for nearly four hours. The ground was 
drying rapidly as the red weed absorbed every drop of water like a 
famished animal. Dr. Porter was starting to fatigue and I found a 
suitable walking stick for him to lean on. 

Dean motioned to a tall patch of dead trees up ahead and 
said we ought to make for them and set up camp. ‘The trees clustered 
in the midst of a narrow pass between two ridges of tall, red lichen 
covered rock. 

As we drew near, it became clear that they were not indigenous 
trees. There were about sixty or so ‘stems’ standing about fifty feet 
tall. They were thin, about as big around as a telephone pole, tapering 
to a sharp point at the top with rows of very long, smooth, spike-like 
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branches jutting out in all directions. A number of the alien trees 
had large, ball-like growths on many of the lower branches. 

“T don’t like this,” Dean said. 

“The path goes right through them,” Hayes put in. “We can't 
go around them.” 

Dean surveyed the area. “We could, but it would take quite 
a bit of time.” His eyes glanced at Dr. Porter, then the exhausted 
faces of the others. “And the going would be pretty rough. Okay, 
let’s hurry through. We’ll set up camp on the other side. Damn, but 
those things give me the creeps!” 

A feeling of menace and foreboding washed through the 
group as we walked cautiously through the alien grove, guns drawn 
and ready. 

An inhuman shriek from above turned my bowels to ice. I 
saw a look of shock and pain cross Dean’s face, just before he shot up 
amidst a shower of blood. I grabbed Dr. Porter and pulled him to 
the ground. Looking up, I saw the things we had thought growths 
on the lower branches were, instead, dozens of horrendous animals. 

Three, mantis-like claws had driven ragged spikes into Dean’s 
body. His head had disappeared into a hideous maw filled with rows 
of dagger teeth. Three, red, bulbous eyes looked on unintelligently, 
as Dean’s body was rent and decapitated. 

_ ‘The thing, about the size of a large man, was anchored to 
the branch by a slender tail. Two more tails curled tightly on either 
side like disk-shaped wings. Resembling some kind of gigantic 
predacious maggot, its skin was bloated and blotchy with many folds 
of hanging flesh the same burgundy color as the tree. 

Out of the corner of my eye I saw more of these things 
unfold from their branches and swing shrieking down on their 
prehensile tails. The attack was so swift and the ear-splitting shrieks 
so disconcerting, that four more of our group were caught up in a 
splatter of blood and flesh, before they could duck out of the way. 
Screams of agony and terror filled the air along with the sickening 
odor of gore. 

Hayes wailed, then fired his rifle at the one that had killed 
Dean. ‘The bullets ripped through its soft, bloated body and it let 
out another ear-splitting shriek as it fell to the ground dead. I also 
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opened fire from my position on the ground. In seconds, five of the 
monsters lay ripped to shreds amongst the severed limbs and torsos 
of their prey. 

We ran like madmen through the grove, but not before two 
more were snatched like flies. We cleared the grove and ran until we 
fell exhausted to the ground. The screams of the victims were still 
reverberating through the rocks. 

I lay panting, but then heard Dr. Porter wheezing. Quickly, I 
fished his inhaler out of his pack and put it to his lips. His breathing 
stabilized after a few puffs and we rested. 

Only eight of us remained. 

Hayes lost control. He screamed in rage and punched the 
rocky cliff side until his fists were bloody. It took four of us to hold 
him until he calmed down. Then he wept, but not alone. 


Chapter [Thirteen 


Alone Again 


The following morning we awoke to a grisly sight. During the night 
while we slept, Hayes had crept back to the grove and retrieved 
Dean’s body, for it lay prone before him. He must have cut the 
corporal’s head out of the dead beast’s stomach, because he was sitting 
cross-legged, rocking back and forth, holding it. Tears and snot ran 
down his face and he kept repeating: “I’m sorry, bro. I’m sorry, bro. 
I'm sorry, bro.. 

He od not be broken out of his trance of mourning, which 
left us to wait the rest of the day. Finally, Hayes gently placed Dean’s 
head next to the body and began digging a grave. Two others and | 
joined him, and we laid Dean’s body to rest in a shallow, rocky grave 
beneath the cloud-covered sky. 

“Dear Lord,” Hayes said, “Thank you God, for allowing me 
to share in the life of my dear friend, Corporal Dean Turner. I stand 
here before You full of grief, sadness, and anger at the injustice in 
the way in which Dean’s life was taken. But, I know that all things 
work together for good and for Your glory. Even though we can’t 
understand Your plan yet, my faith is unbroken. 

“Father, Your presence is needed now more than ever. Come 
Holy Spirit and bring Your mercy and comfort. Keep us on the 
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path of life and of truth. We ask this Father in Jesus’ sweet name. 
Amen.” 


We walked in silence for the rest of the day. Wherever there 
had been a flow of water, now grew an impenetrable tangle of the 
red weed. Trees were scarlet with the creeping vine and the crimson 
lichen covered all of the rock. The spiked, cactus-like plants grew 
in jagged groves and nearby, large reddish-violet mushrooms capped 
in clumps in the shade, were nourished by the decaying organic 
matter. 

Every few yards, we passed another of the spongy lung plants. 
Those of us who hadn't done so already, put on our breath masks. 
The entire landscape glowed eerily in the diffused sunlight. I felt as 
though I had been lifted up in my sleep and dropped unprepared into 
the midst of a tangled jungle. 

While alien odors assailed my nostrils, vertigo began to take 
me. The high-pitched insectile whine gnawed at my mind and nausea 
cramped my stomach. 

With great effort, I bent my eatted outward and focused on 
the others. I could sense their moods. They were very upset and 
frightened. Not only by the terrible loss of yesterday, but also, the 
continued potential for unexpected danger. Like me, they were 
assaulted with the loss of the familiar; the loss of the heritage 
belonging to creatures that evolved on this planet. We had almost 
no biological memory of this new world to buttress our minds. 

This was no longer my Earth. ‘The realization that the world 
I knew was forever gone, hit me like a physical blow and I staggered 
against the rock wall behind me. 

“Are you alright?” Dr. Porter asked. 

“It’s gone,” I said. 

“What's gone?” 

“Our home. Our Earth is gone, Dr. Porter. Forever gone.” 
I grew light-headed and fell to my knees and retched. I felt purged. 
Dr. Porter helped me to my feet and said softly, “This is our Earth 
now.” 

Then something strange happened. As though the articulation 
itself reshuffled my consciousness, the world rearranged itself before 
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me and I perceived it as it was. The lens of my memory had dropped 
away. I felt a deep profound sadness and then a release, as when I had 
finally accepted the death of my mother, when I was a young man. 
A membrane dissolved between the two worlds and the ever-present 
whine dropped into the background becoming a soft, steady noise. 

Suddenly, this new red Earth was no longer repulsive. In fact, 
it became oddly familiar, as though I once visited such a place in a 
long ago forgotten autumn’s day. 


Later, after setting up camp and eating a sparse supper, I 
reclined against an old log and watched the green lights of a trio of 
Martian fliers drift over a distant mountain range. Dean’s violent 
death was a dull throb at the peripheral of my mind. 

“Dr.-Porter,’ said: 

“Please, Jon, call me Ed. Goodness knows we've been through 
enough together.” 

“Okay, Ed,” I began again. “Long ago it was thought that 
Mars was covered with red vegetation, now we know that there is 
no vegetation on the surface, nor has there been for, maybe, millions 
of years. Mars looks red because of all the oxidized iron in the soil, 
right?” 

“More or less, yes.” 

“Then why does the Martian vegetation fit so well with the 
old myths? Why is it red?” 

“Well, I don’t know, not really,” he replied. “I do know that 
the red weed, which, by the way, is the only extraterrestrial plant I’ve 
studied, doesn’t use photosynthesis, therefore there’s no chlorophyll 
to make it green. Neither does it have an unusually high level of 
carotenoids. ‘There is, however, a high concentration of glucose, 
which might explain the coloration. Sunlight and the cool nights of 
autumn turn glucose in the leaves of trees a brilliant red. 

“Perhaps, the vegetation turns red in response to Earth’s 
environmental conditions. They may have been an entirely different 
color in the caverns beneath Mars.” 

My nerves were shot and I decided that I would really enjoy 
a draw on my pipe. While I pulled out my tobacco pouch, I lowered 
my voice and asked, “What do you think those creatures were? 
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They looked like some kind of cross between a monkey, a sloth and 
a praying mantis.” 

“Well,” Dr. Porter began slowly; glancing in Private Hayes’s 
direction, he lowered his voice almost to a whisper. “I think the 
Martians brought a variety of life forms with them. Perhaps they 
wished to save as much of their bio-diversity as possible. A kind of 
Noah’s Ark scenario, if you will. 

“Marcus,” he whispered, “had hypothesized that they might 
begin experimenting on terrestrial life forms. They may be as 
fascinated by the genetic similarities as we are.” 

“So, you think those things are experiments?” 

“Can't say. Can't say. I just don’t know enough. One of our 
biggest mistakes is to try to understand the Martian mind through 
the gloss of our own thinking. Despite their genetic similarities, 
they are alien. Which means that they might cognize the world in 
a manner so utterly different from ours, that we could never hope to 
understand it.” 

Dr. Porter was nearly exhausted. I didn’t say any more. He 
nodded off and was soon snoring softly. I sat up a while longer 
enjoying the taste of the tobacco. Restful clarity settled over my 
mind and I soon drifted off into a dream filled sleep. 


The following day was warmer and a little humid. Dr. Porter’s 
asthma was acting up and we progressed very slowly. ‘The others 
whispered amongst themselves and occasionally someone would give 
a weak, nervous laugh. Hayes stayed in front at a distance mumbling 
under his breath. 

After a weary, two-hour hike, we came to a clearing when 
Hayes raised his hand signaling us to stop. He motioned me to join 
him. 

“Do you see that?” he asked. 

Up the trail, I saw a green incandescence shimmering above 
the rocks. 

“Let’s check it out,” he said. 

Leaving the others to set up camp for the night, we walked 
for about a quarter of a mile and crept slowly up to the summit of a 
ridge overlooking a large ravine. 
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The ravine was encircled by twenty, or thirty spongy lung 
plants arranged evenly along the ridge. Green fume rolled down 
the slopes filling the ravine with a foul smelling fog. The rising air 
irritated my eyes and nose, even through the filtration mask. 

Peering over, I let out a gasp. Before us in the center of the 
ravine was the source of the green light: a large conical structure, at 
least five stories high. Beyond that to the right, was another grove 
of spiked trees. Using my binoculars, I could make out the shapes 
of the mantis-like animals wrapped around the lower branches. ‘Two 
Martian fliers hovered silently over the structure. 

What made me gasp, however, was the sight of living 
Martians. Marcus had shown me reproductions of the old drawings. 
I had also listened carefully to Carlos and Yolanda’s descriptions, but 
they fell far short of the actuality. 

I beheld three Martians riding in their mechanical bodies. 
Two were piloting tri-pedal walkers, but one rode in a five legged, 
crab-like contraption. Out of the machine’s nose sprung a cluster 
of tentacles and manipulating claws. The Martian brain within it 
quivered like a reddish-brown, mucus-covered slug. Two of its dark 
eyes focused on one of the spongy lung plants, while the center eye 
remained closed. 

The beak resembled that of a squid’s, but it was not made of 
bone as the Martians had long ago abandoned mastication. Rather, it 
was made of soft cartilage covered with brown flesh. Drool dripped 
from the quivering beak as it drew its breath. 

The other two were also busy. One was examining a mantis- 
sloth and the other looked to be gathering soil samples with a long, 
slender tube held gingerly by a metallic claw. 

“Hayes,” I said. “Don’t you notice something missing?” 

“What?” 

“There are only two fliers hovering over the building. Where 
is the third?” 

“Dunno.” 

We started at the muffled sound of gunfire and screams 
behind us. 

“No!” Hayes hissed. 
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We slid back down the ridge as quietly as possible and made 
a mad dash back to our party. 

Packs were strewn about and I beheld, to my horror, a torso 
partially hidden beneath a patch of red weed. Nearby, I saw a 
cauterized pelvis and twisted legs. A little further on, were the 
remains of four others. I went to them fighting back the bile that 
was rising in my throat. I accounted for everyone, except Dr. Porter 
and Dr. Forrest. - 

With great anxiety, I pulled the torso out of the bush and, 
swallowing hard, I rolled it over. “Dr. Forrest,” I whispered, and 
sorrowfully closed his eyes. 

Dr. Porter was gone. 

I gathered the packs and salvaged what supplies I could carry. 
“Hayes,” I said. “We need to get away from here. Hayes?” 

The Private was sitting in the middle of the carnage and was 
rummaging through his gear. 

“Hayes?” I asked again. “Come on. We have to get out of 
here. You okay?” 

I approached and saw that he was stringing together about a 
dozen hand grenades with a wire. 

“You see,” he said not looking up. “I pull the first one and all 
the pins pull out at once.” 

“Yes, Bill, I see.” Something was terribly wrong with Hayes. 
A strange light shone in his eyes and I became afraid. 

He stood and wrapped the explosives around his chest and 
then put on his jacket. “Come on. We can at least take out a couple 
of the bastards.” 

“What?” 

“Look, if I can get close enough I can blow the bastards back 
to whatever slime hole they crawled out of.” 

“But youre talking suicide.” 

He shrugged. 

“You're not thinking! This is a stupid!” 

He looked at me with disgust then turned away. “Dean was 
wrong about you. He said that you were good enough to be military. 
Special forces even. He was wrong. Youre nothin’ but a coward. 
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“They've beaten us. Don’t cha see?” he raved. “We'll never 
be back on top. All we can do is hurt them. All we can do is show 
them how real men die. Maybe when they see that we're willing to 
kill ourselves just to hurt them, they’ll get the picture. These are 
desperate times. Desperate times mean desperate actions. All we 
are is food to them. Well, they'll choke on me!” 

He took a step and I grabbed his shoulder. “Dean would 
never have endorsed this insanity!” I hissed. “Dean wouldn't want 
you to do this! For God’s sake man, Steve wouldn't want you to do 
this!” 

His eyes widened in shock and anger. He reared back and 
swung wildly, but I easily evaded the blow. 

“We've been dispossessed by an almost all powerful enemy,” 
he said in a measured, quiet voice. “They treat us like insects, 
cockroaches, two-legged beasts! That’s all we are to them. 

“Tf I can kill even one of them then I’ll stand proudly before 
the Throne of God. I'll be able to look my brother in the face and 
tell him that I died like him, like a soldier. Steve would understand. 
Dean would understand. They’d have to understand. If you can't, 
you can go fuck yourself!” 

He spat at my feet, and took off running. 

“Hayes! Stop! Dammit!” 

At first, I thought to just let him go, but I knew Dean would 
not want this. I ran after him. When I caught up, he was crouching 
near the top of the ridge peering over. 

“Listen to me,” I said panting. “Bill, listen. We need to get 
to the rendezvous. We have to help the others,” I pleaded. “Dean 
would want you to help the others. You know that.” 

He seemed to be far away. Then he looked at me, and his 
eyes focused on my face. He looked sober and lucid. Relief washed 
over me. 

“Youre right,” he said. “You need to get to them. Whatever 
you do, you need to help the others. I’m sorry about what I said back 
there. You're not a coward. My bro had a lot of respect for you.” He 
took my hand and squeezed it. Then he stood, raised his arms and 
walked casually down the slope. I made a grab for him, but I was 
too slow. 
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The nearest Martian turned toward him. The metal tentacles 
retracted, but the laser swung around and swayed cobra-like on its 
stalk. 

Hayes kept walking with his arms out and palms forward, 
until he was about twenty feet away from the alien. A second Martian 
stopped what it was doing and moved toward the soldier. 

Suddenly two tentacles shot out of the nearest machine, 
caught Hayes around the waist, and brought him up close to the 
Martian, who regarded him as a man might regard an unusual bug. 

Hayes’ hand made a quick movement. There was a flash of 
white and a deafening blast followed by a piercing, inhuman shriek. 

I fell back and rolled under a bush, while hot shrapnel battered 
the ground around me. ‘The concussion rippled out in all directions 
echoing off the mountain walls. For an eternal instant there was no 
sound. Slowly, I became aware of ringing in my ears. The ringing 
ebbed and blended into the omnipresent electric whine. 

Then the desert sounds began again. Crickets, bats and even 
a few night birds joined in. 

I dared not move. I listened, afraid even to breathe. A 
shadow passed overhead. One of the fliers had wrapped its tentacles 
around the walker with the shredded Martian and, along with the 
remaining flier following in escort, shot off towards the South, 
towards the citadel. 

After nearly an hour, I mustered my courage and crept up to 
the top of the ridge again. The two remaining Martians were busy 
about their research as if nothing had happened. A small swarm of 
the three-legged hopping bugs were busy worrying Hayes’ remains. 

Quietly slipping back down the hill, I retraced my steps 
to the clearing. I gathered up as many extra provisions as I could 
carry, slung my rifle over my shoulder and continued a half-mile 
further, to where I remembered seeing a trail that zigzagged up the 
mountainside. 

I had taken several steps up the switchback when I heard 
a low moan. I froze and waited. The moan repeated itself and 
I sprang back down to the path. That had been a human moan! 
Behind a lichen covered boulder, I found Dr. Porter huddled and 


unconscious. 
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“Ed!” I called. He moved his hand weakly. 

I knelt by my friend’s side. 

“Jon,” his voice barely a whisper, “I think I’ve had a heart 
attack.” 

“Here,” I said offering some water. “Is there anything I can 
do?” 

“No, no. The flier came. I... ran. I... I’m old, Jon. I think 
I’ve come to the end of my time. That’s all. That’s all. Let me rest 
a few more moments. I'll be okay.” 

I sat beside him as still and silent as a stone for the next 
several hours while he slept. 

“Jon?” 

“Tm here. Do you think you can bear being moved?” 

He nodded weakly. I picked him up in my arms cradling him 
as I would a baby. I was surprised how light he had become. 

“T need to get you to higher ground above this foul air.” 

An hour later, exhausted, I crested the mountain. The air was 
cleaner and, as I had thought, a trail, though overgrown, followed 
the summit. My map indicated that the trail should bring me down 
within two miles of the rendezvous point. 

Under the protection of a dying oak, I spread out some 
blankets and laid him there. We rested for the remainder of the 
night. 

A day passed before Dr. Porter could sit up and have some 
food. He was still weak and the light in his eyes was dimming. 

“It’s not far to the rendezvous, Ed. I think we should try 
its: 

“I... I don’t think ’'m going anywhere, Jon. I think it’s too 
late. Too late.” I caught him as he slumped forward. 

Later, Dr. Porter moaned in his sleep waking me. 

I went to my dying friend and he opened his eyes. “Marcus 
is in trouble,” he said. 

“What did you see?” I asked. 

“A dream. Only a dream,” he muttered and fell back to 
sleep. 
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While Dr. Porter slept, I noticed a group of Martian bugs 
gathered beneath one of the undulating sponge plants growing a 
distance down the slope. The green fume pooled around its base in 
a translucent haze. There they sat in the midst of that toxic vapor 
around what looked to be a pile of pebbles. 

Late in the evening, I watched as several pebbles began to 
quake and crack open. Tiny versions of the adult creatures plopped 
out wet and frail, onto the dirt. Adults quickly sprang up in their 
nervous manner, knelt over the newly born creatures and began 
cleaning them. Three ran off and soon returned with small insects 
to feed the young. 


Another day passed and Dr. Porter had still not regained his 
strength. He called me to him late in the afternoon. 

“Jon, I need to tell you some things,” his voice strained 
through dry, cracked lips. 

I gave him some more water. He grabbed my hand weakly 
and peered at me with burning intensity. 

“Jon, listen. There isn’t much time and I want you to know. 
The Martians...the Martians have no soul, Jon, no soul.” 

“Ed, you don't...” 

“No! This is important. They're not... They are animals. Only 
animals.” He stopped and took a slow, shaky breath then continued: 
“Animals that have evolved immense intelligence, but never, never 
evolved a self aware ego. 

“They stare blankly like a dumb fish, not because of their 
great discipline or utter mastery of emotions and passions. No, it’s 
because they never evolved personalities, never developed passions 
or cravings. Neither for positive fulfillment, nor even for negative, 
sadistic pleasures. They are void of anything we could ever hope to 
recognize as human. 

“What human would ever choose to give up his body as 
they have? What human would turn his back on the joys of life? 
Laughing, crying, eating, running, lovemaking... To become what 
they have become. 
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“They truly are organic computers. Cold, calculating and 
utterly devoid of feeling. No malice, no compassion, no mirth, no 
despair. They are empty, soulless.” 

Spent, he dropped back down and dozed. 

“I’m too old,” he whispered abruptly. “I’m becoming lost in 
endless dreams. I’m lost in Time’s many paths. I see countless lives, 
but to me they are all shadows. 

“T thought that if I died I could escape into one of the other 
lives, that if I cut loose the anchor that held me to this world the others 
would cease to be shadows, but its hopeless. To my horror, every 
single path culminates with them. From every timeline, ‘They stare 
back at me with their dead eyes. There is no escape save oblivion.” 

He gripped my arm with sudden strength. 

“But, Marcus and the others are alive and they’re in danger. 
Promise me you'll help them...” The light dimmed in his eyes, his 
grip weakened and he slumped back into his blanket. 

“After I die,” he continued after several long minutes. “burn 
my body. Don’t leave it for them to eat. Promise me.” 

“T will,” I promised. 

“T need to rest now, Jon.” He whispered. “Yes, rest for a bit. 
Thank you, my friend.” 

He had fallen into that final silent dream. 

Another day passed while I sat in vigil next to the dying man. 
Leaning against the oak I fell into a shallow, unhappy sleep. 

I awoke. The sky was gray and translucent with the timorous 
light of the morning sun. I turned to Dr. Porter. He was still. I felt 
for a pulse. Dead. 

Numbly, I gathered sticks and dried leaves and built a pyre. 
Laying my friend’s body on top I knelt and lit my lighter. 

In minutes the pyre blazed. Watching the smoke rise a 
sudden panic gripped me. The plume of smoke could be seen for 
miles. Gathering Ed’s and my gear I hurried away. Tears stung my 
eyes. 


Hours later, the dark sky blackened with night and I rested. 
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Slowly the sky grayed into morning. After a quick breakfast, I 
went through Ed’s pack and retrieved his medicines and any supplies 
I was lacking. Then I followed the trail the rest of the day. 

The air was cool and dry and I made good time. My vantage 
atop the ridge offered an excellent overview of the changed world. 
Nearly the entire landscape appeared to be overgrown with various 
shades of red. Clusters of alien trees thrust upward toward the 
incandescent sky. Whereas the red weed spread of its own accord, the 
clusters of tree-like plants formed patterns that suggested intentional 
planting. 

A smattering of sunbeams broke through the canopy of cloud 
illuminating a nearby lake, which was alive with the flapping and 
fluttering of strange shapes and the air was filled with unfamiliar 
animal calls. 


Two days after Ed’s death, I had had no further sightings of 
Martian activity beyond the changed landscape. My map indicated 
that I was about two miles away from the ranger station. I began 
my descent. 

Suddenly, a bone-chilling scream pierced the afternoon. Ina 
movement born of hours of practice, my rifle was at ready and I stood 
breathing steadily. In a burst of red leaves, a nightmare bounded 
onto the path. 

It landed four yards in front of me on three long, thin, 
backwardly articulated legs. Its turkey-sized body was covered in 
hair-like, maroon feathers. Out of either side of the torso grew three 
bony, jointed limbs with leathery skin stretched between, suggesting 
bat wings. Instead of a head, three long stork-like necks sprouted out 
from its shoulders. Each neck terminated with a long pointed, toothy 
beak. A single green eye blinked above each beak. 

It stopped and took me in. Fear shone out of its gleaming eyes 
and I realized that the creature was severely distressed. Its left ‘wing’ 
looked to be broken and blood oozed from a number of lacerations. 
I nearly wet myself when the scream repeated. However, the scream 
had not come from the alien bird, but from the bushes the bird had 
just fled. The bird-thing jumped straight up in fright and leapt into 
the undergrowth. 
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With a second explosion of red leaves, a large, golden-brown 
blur shot across the path after the bird-creature. It disappeared into 
the dense foliage and the noise of a great struggle ensued, punctuated 
with terrified whoops mingled with growls, followed by a sudden 
deathly silence. 

Several seconds passed before the golden-brown animal 
jumped back onto the path with the dead bird-creature in its mouth. 
Then sudden recognition washed over my stunned mind. 4 mountain 
lion! Surprise and an unexpected joy welled up in my breast. 

The great cat regarded me with equal surprise and then a look 
that I couldn't help but think of as relief. The cougar dropped the 
bird-thing and stared at me. Its eyes seemed to say: I recognize you! 
I thought I was alone! 

Lowering my rifle, I felt hot tears burn my eyes. The cougar 
regarded me for several minutes then gathered its prey in its mouth 
and was gone. I stood dumbly for a while before slinging the rifle 
back over my shoulder and continued my journey. 


A mouthful of lukewarm water mixed with a small measure 
of apple cider vinegar refreshed me. It had been a long, hot trek 
and I was dismayed to find the ranger station deserted. There were, 
however, signs that indicated that a good-sized group of people had 
recently been here. To my great relief, I didn’t see anything that 
would indicate violence. 

My eye caught one of the park message boards. On a lark, I 
went over to it. A piece of paper marked “JON” in large letters was 
pinned to it. I took it down and quickly looked it over. Written in 
a graceful script and signed by Yolanda it read: 

Jon, 

If you're reading this then my prayers have been answered and you 
escaped. Ofall the people I know, you are probably the only one who would 
actually think to check the message board! 

I'd write the date, but I don’t know it. I don’t even know what 
day of the week it is. We got here two days after the escape and waited 
almost two days. 

I calculated. They had about four and a half days lead on 


me. 
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We waited for as long as we could. Chuck said that a group as large 
as ours, (there are at least seventy of us), couldn't safely stay here without 
eventually attracting the Martians. 

I felt a pang of irrational anxiety as I read Chuck’s name. 
“Just fatigue,” I said aloud dismissing the feeling and continued: 

We've split up into three groups, staggered our departures and 
chose different routes. That way at least some of us might have a chance of 
getting through. 

Chuck took about twenty five people with him. Corporal Mckenna 
led the second group. And Captain Anderson took charge of ours. 

“Anderson.” I thought. “I know him. He’s good.” I felt 
reassured. 

The plan is to meet up again at Quartzsite, just over the Arizona 
border, which, he assured us, is well outside the Martian territory. I hope 
he’s right. After that, we'll try to make it to a military arcology in the 
mountains. It’s going to be a long desert walk. We've got a lot of water 
and Captain Anderson said that there are a number of military caches 
along the way with food and water. 

Marcus and Carlos are with me and Ginny keeps telling me that 
she knows that you're okay. 

Come to us soon. 

I miss you. 


Yolanda 


Only seventy made it out. That means over one hundred and 
thirty were lost in the disaster at the bunker. I closed my eyes against 
the wave of sorrow that passed through me. 

I set my jaw and cast my gaze eastward. Without looking 


back, I started off to find my friends. 


Chapter Fourteen 


The Original Extraterrestrial 


Four days had passed with no further sign of my friends. I had 
covered maybe 50, I wasn’t sure, miles of the 270-mile journey. I 
would walk for hours until I grew tired, rest a while, then continue 
walking. 

The temperature was desert hot, but it rained for at least an 
hour each day. Humidity was high. More of the he Ls doings 
of the Martians? | wondered. 

The air was much clearer and I could walk without wearing 
the filtration mask, as the only plants to have spread into the desert 
were the red weed and a fast growing soft, ocher colored moss. 

I followed the weed-choked aqueduct for several miles, until 
I came to the 18 Highway. Littering the road were the remains of 
automobiles, trucks and wind blown debris. The red weed completely 
covered large portions of the road. In time, the asphalt would crack 
and break erasing the road from sight and memory. 

The remains of a Greyhound bus, like the carcass of a dead 
dinosaur, blocked the road. Evidence of the Martian laser was clear 
in the way the cab was neatly cut away from the body. The melted 
metal along the edges looked like water that had quickly frozen. 
Weed covered much of the bus, but I managed to look inside. There 
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were no bodies. Several nesting birds burst into a flurry of feathers, 
startling me. 

The day before, just outside Victorville, I had passed the 
remnants of a small battle between humans. A cloud of flies buzzed 
over bloated corpses and several ravens scolded me as they hopped out 
of the way. Dozens of the Martian bugs scattered in every direction 
and vultures circled warily overhead, while I covered my nose against 
the stink. 
Bullet and stab wounds disfigured naked bodies plundered of 
clothes, shoes and anything else of value. I saw no evidence of the 
laser, or the black powder. Small patches of the alien fungus were 
already fruiting on the bodies. 

I didn’t recognize any of the dead. I wondered if they had 
attacked my friends and had been put down by the soldiers, or whether 
two or more groups had come to blows over resources, territory, or 
just plain hatred. The stab wounds and plundering had made me 
suspect the latter and I hastened away. 

Other than the spreading alien flora and fauna, there was no 
indication of Martian activity. 


Two days later, I stumbled upon an unspeakable display. 
Dozens of crosses bordered the fading highway for at least three 
miles. From these, the decaying bodies of the crucified hung by ropes 
and spikes. Their eyeless sockets gazed emptily across the waste. 
Around the necks of several, hung a placard that had the words 
“BUG FOOD?” scrawled sloppily with red paint. At the base of each 
cross, a small swarm of the three-legged Martian bugs had gathered. 
Unable to reach the putrefying meat, they hopped frantically and 
waited for the worrying birds to drop the occasional morsel. ‘The 
croaking of crows and ravens, and the hum of insects sickened me. 
I ran through the grisly exhibit with reckless speed. 


A light, but steady rain started up the following day and 
showed no sign of tapering off. ‘Ihe rain was welcome, as I was coated 
with wet grime and stank of sweat. My feet ached, my back was sore, 


and I decided to rest for the day. Maybe less if the rain let up. 
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Finding a small cave, I checked it for animals, crawled in, 
removed my pack and collapsed. Several Joshua trees stood sentinel 
in the perpetual dusk. Desert yuccas competed with the red weed for 
water. The soft violet radiance of the weed cast eerie shadows. The 
ever-present electric whine lulled me and evoked a deep, appalling 
dream: 

Again, I walked naked through the red desert. Green lights bobbed 
and dipped above me in the rust colored sky and marked my progress. 

My wife, Nora, lay naked on a patch of scarlet moss atop a small 
hill. Writhing lustily her musk aroused me as she beckoned. A Martian 
came between us walking lightly on its tentacles. It nestled up, penetrated 
Nora’s flesh with its proboscis, and sucked noisily. I watched helplessly as 
my wife's blood drained from her body. ‘Then, another Martian began 
feeding. I watched as they withdrew their bony pipettes and plunged into 
her fiesh again and again. A cheerful, unearthly hooting filled the night 
around me and echoed off the rocks and through the valleys. . 

Nora continued to gaze at me, then opened her mouth. She silently 
mouthed, “Come to me.” 

Tknelt before her next to the feeding Martians. ‘Then, to my horror, 
a bony pipe extended from my mouth and I hungrily plunged it into her 
breast and supped on her like a demonic child. ‘The sound of her moans 
Joined the hooting and enveloped me. 


I awoke drenched in a cold sweat. My clothes clung about 
me heavily, constricting me. I crawled out of the cave and vomited 
into the mud. 

“My God,” I gasped. “My God, oh God.” 

Sickened, I crawled away from the cave and dry heaved. I had 
to get away. I had to exorcise that terrible dream from my mind. I 
was barely aware of my hands and knees, as sharp rocks and barbed 
cacti tore at them. 

I tried to vomit again, but my empty stomach convulsed and 
clenched painfully. I pitched forward and rolled onto my back. The 
rain drenched me. I don’t know how long I lay there, sobbing. I saw 
the green lights of a Martian flier pass over high up. 
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The buzzing had grown louder. It was as if'a giant cicada had 
taken residence in my head. I got up clutching my ears, stumbled 
and fell. 

“What’s wrong with me?” I said aloud. 

Getting back up on my hands and knees, I tried to crawl 
back to the cave. “T’ll just get my gear and get the hell out of here,” 
I repeated over and over. Making it a mantra, hoping it would give 
me strength. 

Then I saw them: dozens of the alien mushrooms growing on 
the rotted carcass of a mule deer. Then I knew. The drone emanated 
from them. 

An irresistible urge took hold of me and, without thinking, 
I reached out and grabbed one. Its slimy flesh turned blue, as it tore 
beneath my fingers. The slime stung my cut and bleeding hands. | 
realized my mistake. I reeled, already feeling the alien chemicals 
entering my bloodstream. “No, no!” I moaned, as I crawled back to 
the protection of the cave. 

Electric storms were beginning to spasm through my body. I 
could almost see the Martian chemical regime march over the blood/ 
brain barrier and invade my neural receptors. Violent hallucinations 
hit like a tidal wave and I nearly drowned. My consciousness bobbed 
up like a buoy in a vast ocean of electric blue. Visible music sung by 
an infinite multitude of insect angels filled the sky. 

A wave lifted, tossed me and I disappeared. As consciousness 
returned, I found myself embedded in a groove of some kind. As 
long as I kept my face buried in the groove my world and identity 
remained intact, but I was compelled to lift myself out of the myopic 
vision provided by the groove. I beheld the hyper-dimensional 
object, that is, the edifice of Time itself: immense, vast and beyond 
comprehension. 

The part of the surface that I could perceive was cut with 
more grooves and formed delicate, interlacing patterns of astonishing 
complexity and beauty. 

The insectile buzz condensed into a voice: 

“If time were space, ” the voice said, “then History is a cobweb.” 
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The object before me exploded violently into countless 
glittering, metallic shards and ripped through me, shredding me. 
My awareness was disintegrated into millions of like shards. 

Within one of the shards, I behold architectonic structures of 
appalling size and age. Ships as vast as planets lost in the far reaches 
of space. In another shard, I witness the birth, evolution and extinction 
of whole species. Yet another shard contains a planet: small, green and 
unbelievably old, orbiting around a medium sized, yellow star. 

Vision blurs. Movement, acceleration, fast forward millions 
of years. An object launches from the planet and approaches near light 
speed. Blur. Close-up. ‘The object is organic. Grown, rather than built 
and containing the sum total of eons of knowledge recorded in DNA. 
Photoreceptors gather all available light and tiny cups gather raw space 
debris providing the probe with food. As it breaks free of the system's 
heliosphere, it undergoes mitosis and divides into two, then four, then eight, 
then sixteen orbs. It bursts sending each orb into a different direction. Each 
orb travels just under the speed of light. Shortly thereafter, the planet’s star 
goes nova. A million years pass and the orbs again undergo mitosis and 
more probes speed off in all directions. 

The vision melted again into glittering shards and then, 
another shard revealed one of the orbs passing the Kuiper belt of 
Earth’s solar system. 

The orb divides yet again, and the new orbs set course for each 
of the cooling planets. Only two of the worlds are receptive to the probe: 
Earth and Mars. ‘The probes that impact with the other planets are either 
instantly destroyed, or pass into a dormant state. 

the probes penetrate each planet’s atmosphere and quickly burst 
open, spewing out trillions of spores. 

Fast forward. Mars. Gusez Crater. A cephalopod-like animal 
creeps out of warm water. It crawls over the ground in search of food. 

Fast forward. Earth. ‘The African plain. A primate flops over 
the dried droppings of an ungulate, searching for food. 

Blur, neurons dividing, synapses multiplying. DNA frantically, 
desperately striving to replicate itself Cultures evolving, endless 
copulations, births, wars, deaths. 
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I fall back; the manifold selves of my mind reassemble, yet 
I'm still in the grip of the vision. A luminous green cascade of living 
water splashed around me forming dewdrops on a crystalline web. 

I touch one of the drops and am sucked into a vision. 

I am surrounded by Eternity itself, yet I am aware only of this 
moment. A ball of light shines forth and I cannot bear it. I am both 
humbled and glorified. I cry out and the light extinguishes. 

“You are about to undergo terrible trials, O’ son of man,” a voice 
says out of the electric whine, “but be of good cheer. Simply being here 
demonstrates that you have already endured terrible trials. Your spirit 
has been prepared. 

“You are but one cell in the body of your species. The human species 
is really one animal. An-animal whose body is three and a half billion years 
old and encompasses a planet, but its roots are far, far older. 

“You are an element of an animal: an animal whose evolution is 
the pattern of Time itself And now, fulfilling the pattern, two animals 
from sister planets have met. Two animals whose ancestry began as one. 
Two animals that may now form a symbiosis.” 

“Symbiosis?” I railed at the voice. “The Martians have nearly 
wiped us out. They use us as food! Goddammit! You speak as if this horror 
is insignificant.” 

‘It is insignificant. Do you weep when your body rids itself of dead 
cells? Every instant reveals a new body. Do you mourn the old body? 

“Your species is one animal. Cells die and new cells replace them. 
If the animal is unable to adapt to change, it goes extinct. Do you mourn 
the death of the Neanderthal? You brought about his extinction. As you 
have countless other species. Do you feel guilt and contrition? 

“Your species eats fellow species of lesser intelligence. Is that not 
symbiosis? ‘The Martians see you as a fellow species of lesser intelligence. 
Why should they not see you as food? 

“The great secret is that they have no delusions about themselves. 
They know that they themselves are but intelligent animals. They have no 
code of ethics or morals, because they perceive no higher moral order than 
that of survival. Pragmatism, curiosity and intelligence are but tools to 

further enhance survival and evolution. 

“The Martians are pure intellect and are unfettered with the 
emotions that are both your exultation and your degradation. 
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“Listen, O° son of man. The Martians are on the brink of 
extinction. Their numbers are small and genetic variation 1s limited. 
This is compounded by the fact that they reproduce asexually. They lack 
variation. And variation is vital for novelty and novelty is necessary for 
Evolution. If the animal does not evolve it dies. 

“You will bridge the gap between the species and something new 
will come about. Don’t you know that Life's sole activity 1s to create 
novelty?” 

‘T don’t want this.” 

“Does a liver cell protest and say that it wants to be a heart cell 
instead? You don’t have that choice.” 

“But what about freewill?” 

‘An animal responds to environmental pressures according to tts 
genetic programming and its learned experience. Some respond correctly 
and live, while others respond incorrectly and die. ‘That is all. When your 
body needs nourishment, is it freewitll to choose to eat?” 

“But what if one chooses to starve?” 

“Incorrect responses to environmental pressure are evidence of a 
defect in the organism. Choosing to starve kills the organism. ‘That is 
all. ‘The macro-organism endures. If the macro-organism fails to respond 
correctly to changes in its environmental matrix, it goes extinct. 

“The Martians came with no altruistic motivation. Pragmatism 
alone guides their actions. To them, your species is but a very dangerous 
animal. ‘They can no more comprehend your mind, than you can comprehend 
the mind of a dog. Nevertheless, they suspect a hidden potential in your 
species. 

“The Martians are ruthless, but they carry the seeds of your 
salvation, son of man, and you, theirs. They suspect this and will be coming 

for you soon. Do not be afraid. Be comforted. All that is happening has 
already happened and continues to happen. Trust the pattern!” 

“Wait a minute,” I say, “If there is no freewill why bother to tell 
me all this. There is something that chooses. Isn't there?” 

“There are no words with which to answer that question. Now, 
wake up! Your emissaries are here.” 


I fell backwards and landed in the temporal groove that is my 
life. My eyes snapped open. I heard voices. Human voices. 


Chapter Fifteen 





Captured 


“Well, looky what we gots here!” 

Rough hands grabbed me and dragged me out of the cave. I 
struggled, but received a hard blow to my stomach for my effort. My 
gun forgotten, I curled up and vomited stomach acid. 

“Ugh. That’s fucking disgusting. Why don’t we just 
kill‘im.” 

“Nah. ‘The boss said ta find as many live uns as we can. You 
know the orders.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Fuckin’ big shot Roland and his big 
ideas. I wish the boss woulda stood away from him.” 

“Watch it, ya dimwit. The General’s got ears everywhere.” 

“Oh, “The General’ now, is it?” 

“Shut the fuck up. Yer gonna get us in trouble. Now, you, 
get up. We ain’t gonna carry ya.” 

I was kicked in the back and someone grabbed my hair and 
pulled me painfully to my feet. 

I blinked. The morning light, though dim, was too bright 
for my chemically dilated eyes and I could only make out the blurry 
shapes of five people. I could also make out, what I assumed to be, 
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rifles or shotguns in their hands. I was shoved forward and ordered 
to walk. 

Behind me, I heard one of them gathering my gear. 

For two, torturous hours we marched. At last, we arrived 
at our destination and I was roughly pushed to the muddy floor of 
an improvised wooden cage. I slowly perceived that at least a dozen 
others shared my fate. Exhausted, I passed out. 


Two days had passed. The wooden cage that imprisoned us 
was constructed out of scavenged bits of wood from the weed-covered 
barn that stood nearby. I guessed that this had been part of some 
wealthy family’s desert ranch. Before the coming of the Martians, it 
must have been quite a beautiful place. Now, the pool was covered 
in brown scum and red weed exploded in a thick tangle around it, 
spreading like a wild fire across the yard enveloping much of the 
house. Clouds of midges swarmed amongst the thick water bloated 
leaves. A cluster of the alien lung plants bellowed foully, while the 
surrounding Joshua trees were dying, as they lost the competition 
for water. 

There were thirteen other prisoners beside myself, all waylaid 
by the gang. Our captors, (there were seven of them), were “living 
large”, as Jones liked to say, in the old ranch house. 

Jones, a big lump of a man with a poorly lit mind, would 
bring us stale bread and a bucket of cold soup made from the red 
weed each day. 

“Eat up ya fucks,” he would say, and I would say, “Howdy 
there Jones, how’s it goin’?” 

He'd give me a dull grin. “The General’s gonna love you 
smart guy. I ain’t so dumb as ta know yer fuckin’ wit me.” 

“No, Jones, you got it wrong. I like you. I really do.” I gave 
him a big toothy smile. 

That’s how the conversation would begin every day, before 
he’d give me a bigger grin and start rambling. His comrades wouldn't 
take the time to listen to him, poked fun at him in fact, while I would 
smile and he’d open up like a toddler, starved for attention. 

From bits and pieces of his directionless rants, I learned that 
his companions intended on delivering us to the self-styled ‘General’ 
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Roland White. It seemed that Roland’s vision was of a nightmarish 
alliance with the Martians, for which he needed victims in exchange 
for a great measure of power and autonomy. 

The leader of our captors was called Samuel: a grizzled old 
desert rat who had been the area’s drug dealer before the world had 
changed. He had been in and out of prison throughout much of his 
life. Mostly for drugs and violence, but he had been serving a life’s 
sentence for multiple rapes and murder when the Martians came. As 
the Law fell, he led his fellow prisoners in a bloody escape. 

Then Roland had come brimming with dark charisma, 
preaching his mad vision and the promise of power. Samuel had 
been dazzled with ambition and became a zealous follower. 

My companions were all men, except one woman. Her name 
was Jeanie. Her haunted eyes were ringed with black and her hair 
was matted and dirty. She wore only a bra and ripped jeans, and her 
bare feet were covered with sores. One of the men, Mark, gave her 
his shirt to help against the cold desert nights. 

The men were in no better condition. They spent the days 
engaging in empty small talk as if to banish the all-pervading feeling 
of dread and despair. 

‘The bitter soup was weak, watery and left a metallic aftertaste. 
The trace amount of psychotropic chemicals in the weed didn’t seem 
to affect the others, but it kindled my already saturated brain and 
pushed me into a peculiar mental state: I could hear the distant 
whispering of our captors, and see details in my environment invisible 
to those around me. 

The most frightening feature of this new awareness was that, 
every now and then, a hole would appear to rip open in front of 
my eyes and through it I would see glittering, living machinery. I 
was overwhelmed with an encompassing sense of dread and awful 
purpose. Something terrible was going to happen and soon. I could 
feel its vibrant buzz in my very cells. 

Trust the Pattern. 

My mind was held in bondage to the chaotic visions of the 
drug. A fearful realization broke through the kaleidoscope of images 
that flashed through my brain like a tornado: the drug is poisonous 
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at extremely high doses. My system was becoming besieged with the 
psychedelic and approaching toxic levels. 

Change the drug, the voice whispered. How? I asked. You 
already know, came the reply. 

I did. A flash of insight informed me that if I could create 
the right conditions the psychedelic could bond with my DNA. ‘The 
key was in the sound: the infernal buzz of the alien mushroom that 
permeated my mind and echoed through the hills and valleys of 
this new Earth. I had to vocalize this sound. I knelt and began to 
hum. | 

My cellmates lifted their vacant eyes and stared at me. I 
ignored them. I tried with all my will to replicate the sound that 
buzzed in my brain. Louder and louder, I hummed. I opened my 
mouth and the insectile noise spilled out. It filled the very air and 
merged with the mushroom’s omnipresent whine. Higher and higher 
the pitch went and at the peak of the crescendo, I passed out. 

When I awoke, Jeanie tentatively asked if 1 was all right. “I’m 
okay,” I replied. “T just need to rest.” 

Jones and one of the others, Charlie I think his name was, 
were standing outside the cell their rifles trained on me. “What the 
fuck was that?” Charlie asked. 

“Yeah, what the fuck?” Jones parroted. 

“What the fuck is it to you?” I asked. 

“You'd better watch your mouth, shithead,” Charlie hissed. 

Tignored them. They walked back to the house cursing and 
muttering. 

I had done it. The psychotropic chemicals had bonded 
successfully with my genetic matrix. My body was now able to 
metabolize and properly utilize the drug. 

Now, every moment was a true vision, and every vision 
stripped each moment to its essence. I perceived temporal threads 
stretching before me, creating an infinite pattern. Each one contained 
a different future. One thread glimmered with a peculiar light and 
then I had the barest glimpse of what was to come. Horror seized 
me as I pleaded with the voice: I can’t do this, not this terrible path. 
Pick someone else! 

Silence. 
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I sat and stared at the horizon for a long while. Far off toward 
the Southeast I saw a dim, lavender light. My cellmates kept to their 
side of the cage and watched me, wondering if I was going to make 
any more outbursts, wondering if 1 might be dangerous. I didn’t care. 
I had chosen the dreadful path and waited for its gateway to open. I 
waited for my moment to act. 

Two more days passed. The cage stunk of our waste. We 
had chosen one corner to be the toilet, but there was no way to clean 
ourselves. It was only a matter of time before we became sick. 

Our captors enjoyed degrading us at any opportunity. Jones 
liked to wait until someone was asleep, sneak up and urinate on him. 
He’d laugh his head off, then call us names. 

I had noticed that he would hide and watch Jeanie make her 
toilet. Those of us who could, would stand around her to make a 
wall, thereby protecting her privacy and what little of her dignity 
that remained. 

One night, I saw green lights illuminating the clouds above 
us. I wondered what the Martians could be doing so high up. I 
wondered how it was that Samuel and his boys could keep us here 
so openly. 

The morning of the eighth day of captivity Jones brought us 
our soup. “Today’s the day you shits,” he sniggered at us. “Today 
we take you to the General. Fuck! I hope he let’s us watch the Bugs 
eat ya.” 

He stood watching us stupidly while we ate. 

“Why don’t you leave us alone?” Jeanie asked. 

“I wuz thinkin’,” he said slowly, casting a quick glance up at 
the house. “It’d be a sure waste of pussy to just give ya to the Bugs 
without at least gettin’me a little.” He leered lustfully at her, then 
began to unlock the door. 

“Hey, Jones,” I said. 

“Huh?” 

“How’d you come to be living so large in such a nice 
house?” 

“Heh, heh. You fuckin’ wit me again.” His laughter was like 
chalk screeching across a chalk board. “We come here after them 
space Bugs took over. No Law to protect the rich fucks nomore. 
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They could’na look down they noses at us nomore. Fuckers. Some 
old dude and his little girl were hidin’ out here. Thought they wuz 
safe out here in the desert. We showed them. Heh! 

“He shot one of us, before we busted him up. Shithead.” He 
spat. “We taught him though. Don’t fuck wit us! You fuck with 
us, you fuck with the General! Soon, after he makes the deal wit 
the Bugs, nobody’ll fuck wit us. We'll be kings! An’ everybody’ll 
respect us, or we'll teach ‘em. We'll teach ‘em good.” 

His eyes unfocused and he licked his lips. “Man, his little 
girl was sweet as cherry pie! We made him watch as we did her. I 
took three turns, she wuz so sweet. 

“Then Charlie popped the old man in the head. Ya shoulda 
seen his eyes roll up like he wuz try’n to see the hole. I laughed my 
ass off! We kept the girl around for a while, but she died. I guess 
we fucked her to death. Shit! She couldna been no more’n fifteen. 
Sweet as cherry pie!” . 

I was revolted. I felt something hard and cold as steel spring 
open in my mind. “You sound pretty proud of yourself, boy.” I said. 
“You cowardly piece of shit.” 

For an instant, he looked at me bewildered. Then my words 
penetrated the fog of his mind. “Fuck you. Yer nuthin’ but Bug 
food.” 





“What? You afraid of a worn out guy like me? Afraid 
that I might fight back? You're nothing but a dickless, cowardly, 
chickenshit!” 

His face screwed up in rage. “I’m gonna kill you, you fuck!” 
he roared. 

“Why don’t you come and teach me a lesson? I’m not an old 
man or a little girl,” I taunted. “I bet you don’t have the balls.” 

He made another quick look up at the house. 

“What? Afraid of your masters? You are a dickless wonder.” 
I worked up a good gob of mucus and spat in his face, then relaxed 
into a ready posture. My knees were slightly bent and my hips 
were gently tucked under. My hands hung limply by my sides, my 
gaze softened and my breath was steady. I could see the Gateway 
beginning to open behind Jones’ left shoulder. 
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His hands were shaking with rage as he fumbled with the 
lock. Finally getting it, he ripped the door open and lunged at me. 

My mind sharpened to laser focus. The visions and the world 
became one. He moved in slow motion. As if someone were cranking 
a film, frame by frame. I easily stepped to the side, caught his right 
wrist, and twisted. ‘The radius and ulna of his forearm snapped like 
twigs, and he shrieked in pain. 

I casually stepped under his broken arm, still twisting it, he 
screamed again high and shrill. I threw him face first into the ground 
with neck breaking force. 

“This is your chance! Run!” I shouted to the others. Helping 
one another, they made a mad dash for safety. I heard yells of rage 
coming from the house. 

I began to run when I heard the clicking of several guns 
behind me. 

“You sonofabitch. I’m going to kill you slow,” Charlie 
snarled. 

“No, wait,” the gruff voice of their leader, Samuel, growled. 
“We need him for Roland.” He looked me in the eyes. “I’m gonna 
watch you get your brains sucked out.” To his men, he ordered: 
“Now move yer asses and gather up the others.” 

One of the other men ran up. “Jones is dead!” 

Samuel’s face grew livid. “You son of a bitch.” He raised his 
rifle and pointed it at me. 

A shadow passed over us and I looked up. 

“Too late,” I said smiling. “Your friends are here.” 

The laser scythed down. Time slowed again and I watched 
as the beam struck Samuel’s head. His hair ignited and his eyes 
burst; steam shot out from the sockets. I could hear the sizzle of his 
brain as it vaporized. Then his head exploded. Chunks flew in slow 
motion and skidded lightly across the dirt. The beam penetrated his 
body, and organs hissed. His gut extended, then blew. I rolled clear 
as boiled intestines splattered in a wide arch in front of the charred 
corpse. Then it collapsed in on itself and slid to the ground. 

The others began firing at the fliers. The invisible beam 


lanced down five more times, leaving me alone amidst the smoking 
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charnel. The Gateway had opened and the glittering thread lay bare 


before me. 

Trust the pattern. 

The animal in me wanted to run, to hide, but my trust held 
me in place. 

Trust the pattern. 

I staggered as the horrible vision of my dream flashed before 
my eyes. The slime covered grasping tentacles, soft slavering beaks, 
bone-white pipette plunging hungrily into soft, yielding flesh; 
insatiable slurping; red blood erupting in hot spurts. . 

“Nora? No.” I said softly. 

But, I knew that if I ran the laser would cut me down. The 
voice had been right: I had no choice. 

Trust the pattern. 

The flier descended and hovered a few feet above the ground 
in front of me. A green light flickered over me, and I guessed that 
I had been scanned. It rose up and three metal tentacles unraveled, 
then encircled me. I was lifted up and placed into the compartment 
on its back. 





The Edifice of Time 


ileal 


Chapter sixteen 


Sliptime 


The aroma of freshly brewed coffee and frying bacon tantalized my 
nostrils as I snuggled contentedly into my pillow. I could hear Nora 
singing along with some pop song that I couldn't quite make out on 
the radio. 

“Are you going to sleep all day, lazy bones?” she called. 
“Breakfast’s ready.” 

I sat up, rubbed my eyes, and yawned. “I’m coming.” 

Then I stopped cold. 

This wasn’t right. I was just... the memories slipped away 
like a mercurial dream. But, I was captured by the...aliens. Martians. 
Right. That's it. Martians. I was... wait. I don't... can’t... Dammit! 

“You okay, love?” Nora stood at the door. She was wearing 
only a nightgown. Her long red hair was tied back into a ponytail. 
The sight of her body through the sheer fabric cut me like a knife. 
I ached. This isn’t real, 1 thought. Or, was it the other memory that 
wasnt real? 

“You don’t look so good,” she said. 

“No, I’m okay. I just had a really bad nightmare. Go on. I’m 


coming.” 
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I was taking a shower. Wait, I thought, wasn’t I just going to 
eat breakfast? 

Then, the memory of eating and our light conversation over 
coffee flooded in and filled the gap in my memory. I got out and 
toweled off. Catching my reflection in the mirror, I saw the body of 
a fifty-one year old man. 

A stranger. 

He had the body of an athletic man who had it a bit too easy. 
He had the beginnings of a gut, and his broad muscles were losing 
the sharp definition he had taken for granted in his youth. 

I was confused. My last memory was of a body that had 
been honed by adversity. The reflection in the mirror was the body I 
had before the invasion. Invasion? That was only a dream. I’m having 
some serious disassociation here. The psychedelics I took during my youth? 
Maybe the propaganda was right. Heavy use did produce flashbacks in 
later life. 


I was giving Nora a hot oil massage. I didn’t ever question 
the lapse between this and my last memory. 

After making love, I lay next to her. Her head nestled in the 
crook of my arm. Sudden fear filled my heart and I held her tightly. 
“I’m not going to lose you again,” I whispered. 

“Hmm?” she said into my chest. 

“Nothing. Sleep my love.” 

As I drifted off to sleep, I saw three lambent spheres hovering 
in the shadows regarding me like the eyes of a great spider. I felt that 
I should be afraid, but inexplicably closed my eyes and slept. 


Red desert. A giant three legged monster whose ebony eye cast fire 
and death on the land. 


I awoke with a start. 4 dream, only a dream. 

But, the eyes were still watching. 

Three burning coals of limitless black peered out at me from 
the darkness. An organic sourness assailed my nostrils and complete 
terror seized my mind, but I couldn't move. I tried to scream, but 
my throat was paralyzed. Several metallic tentacles shot out of the 
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shadows, ripped the covers away and pinned me to the bed. My legs 
were forced apart and another tentacle, hollow like a vacuum cleaner 
hose, swam out of the dark. The tube clamped onto my penis and 
began a rhythmic suction, until I grew erect and quickly ejaculated. 
It continued the suction for several painful minutes. 

Damn you! Damn you to hellfire for all eternity! 

Sweat beaded on my brow and I hissed in pain as the tentacle 
withdrew. I felt violated, defiled, but still I could not move. 

A slender tendril now snaked toward me. Out of its end, 
emerged a long thin needle about five inches in length. It hovered 
before my eyes, while my head was forced up. An endless, silent 
scream was ripped from my soul. My eyes rolled up as I tried to 
follow its movement, but it disappeared behind my head. I felt a 
pinch at the base of my skull, followed by a blinding flash of green 
light behind my eyes and I perceived no more. 

The next morning, I could barely remember the night’s events. 
A nightmare, | told myself. 

I lay on my side and watched my Nora sleep, while the rising 
sun shone through the window gilding her hair. She became for me, 
an angelic vision of archetypal beauty and tears filled my eyes. 


“Hey hon, I know you don’t like doin’ this.” Nora sat next to 
me in front of the fireplace. I looked at her expectantly. “But could 
you help me pick out some curtains?” 

“Sure.” 

“They're for the kitchen and... Did you just say ‘sure’>” 

“Yes. Why?” 

“Uh, okay. What d’you think of these? 

For the next hour, I sat with my wife looking through catalogs 
cherishing every second with her. I loved how her nose would crinkle, 
or notice her green eyes widen with delight, depending on whether 
she liked, or disliked something in the catalog. I watched her and 
listened to the sound of her voice, as though I had never heard it 
before and would never hear it again. 

“How about this one?” She looked up at me. “Will you stop 
that? Look at the picture will you!” 

“I can’t help it. Have I told you how lovely you are lately?” 
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She blushed and looked back at the catalog. 

“So, how about this one?” she pointed to another picture. 

“Do you like it?” I asked. 

“Well, I don’t...” I covered her mouth with mine and kissed 
her. The catalog was tossed aside, forgotten. 


Nearly two weeks, as best as I could reckon, passed. Nora 
went off to work at the magazine as usual. I stayed home, wandering 
about the house and yard aimlessly. 

Each night, I was visited with nightmarish visions of horror 
and violation, and each morning, the dreams faded into blissful 
forgetfulness. 

I took long walks on the nearby mountain trails and would 
sit for hours gazing at the flowers and the trees. I listened to 
bird songs and dogs barking, and all the mundane sounds of the 
neighborhood. 


Once I sat in the midst of a sage bush and allowed the 
pungent aroma to fill my nostrils and I felt contentment, such as I 
hadn’t known since I was a child. The contentment was short lived 
as I remembered running through a cornfield. Something horrible 
happened then. Fire and death. No. That was only a dream. 


“Nora,” I said. 

“Hmm?” she didn’t look up from the light table where she 
had several slides clipped. 
“T’m sorry.” 

“Sorry, ‘bout what?” She turned to me, her eyes focused on 
my face. 

“I’m sorry we're not in Ireland.” 

She looked surprised and confused. “What’s gotten in to you 
lately, honey?” 

“You remember when you told me about your home for the 
first time?” 

Her eyes unfocused and she smiled, “How could I forget.” 

“You said that Ireland was the land where you wanted to grow 


old. The place you wanted to spend your final days.” 
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“I remember, but...” 

“Because of me, we're here in the U.S., in Los Angeles, of 
all places.” 

“If you'd remember I got the job offer.” 

“Yes, you did. Along with offers from several other prominent 
magazines in Europe.” 

She smiled. “Hon, I wanted to see America. I wanted to see 
your country and, I don’t mind sayin’, it was a very good offer. On 
top of it all, I’ve fallen in love with this town. 

“And besides,” she continued. “We're still young. I still 
intend to spend my retirement back home. We've got years ahead of 
us. Loads of time.” 

I knelt before her and took her hands in mine. “What if we 
don’t?” 

She laughed. Her laughter was like sweet music. Nora bent 
and kissed me gently. “My love, if I died right now I would be 


content, because I’m with you.” 


One day I remembered my studio. 

That’s right, I was working on a series of paintings for a gallery 
show. How could I have forgotten? There's a deadline. 

I went into the studio and sat at my desk. The smell of oil 
paint and linseed oil was like a sweet perfume. Then I saw it. 

‘The rose. ; 

While I gazed at the rose, a single petal broke off and drifted 
to the desk where it settled on a pile of carelessly spread drawings. 
I froze. I couldn't breathe. I couldn't move. I couldn't think. The 
sound of Nora's car pulling into the garage registered dimly on my 
awareness. No. It was a dream. Just a dream, damn it! 

I watched the identical petal fall once more. 

Nora walked in. “Oh, here you are. Didn’t you hear me 
calling?” 

tHubes What Nos; 

“You okay? You look like you've seen a ghost.” 

“T...have you ever had a dream that seemed so real that you 
didn’t know you were dreaming?” 
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“No. I... Honey, what’s wrong?” Her green eyes were filled 
with worry and she walked over to me and stroked my hair. 

“And when you woke up,” I continued, “how do you know if 
youre really awake?” 

She just stared at me. 

“Nora, how do I know that I’m not dreaming right now?” 

She crinkled her nose, “Ah! Youre just being silly. Come. I 
want to show you what I bought.” 

“Pll come in a minute.” I embraced her and kissed her 
passionately then held her in my arms gazing into her eyes. “I 
love you. Since the moment I saw you I’ve loved you. I’ll love you 
forever,” 

“Well, well, Mr. Crowe. Maybe I’ll show you somethin’ else 
too.” She walked to the door, turned and flashed me the smile that 
had made me hers long ago, blew me a kiss and was gone. 

I turned back to the desk in time to see the petal fall once 
more. 

The cocoon of pain burst open at last and a shudder deep 
and profound, churned within my deepest being. I fell to the floor 
sobbing. 

My Nora was dead and gone. Murdered by the reckless 
violence of the invaders. This echo of my beloved wife was a torture 
beyond endurance. 

“You fuckers!” I croaked and slammed my fists weakly onto 
the wooden floor. “You fuckers.” My voice was hoarse, my throat 
raw. “This isn’t real. This isn’t real.” The pain of loss consumed me. 
I don’t know how long I wept. Ragged sobs were wrenched from 
my raw throat, my stomach and chest ached, and I lay in a pain filled 
stupor for a life’s age. 

“You hear that?” I whispered, “I know what you're doing. You 
fuckers. I remember everything.” 

My desk became a shadow. My studio became a shadow. I 
became a shadow. Good-bye my love. 


Chapter Seventeen 


A Sea of Pain 


Wet. Warm. Floating. Something was in my mouth and I couldn't 
swallow. I tried to open my eyes, but was hindered. With tremendous 
effort I willed them open. 

Cognitive dissonance. 

Cold-dispassionate-calculating-analysis. My mind reeled and 
was subdued. Lost in an stygian ocean. A green light pierced 
the gloom then clarified into a clear, wide window overlooking a 
nightmare. 

An immense obsidian tree with many large, phosphorescent 
green fruit stood at the center of a high-vaulted chamber, a lattice 
of deep violet vines entwined its surface. Out of the tree’s trunk 
sprouted branches, upon which budded nine-foot long, egg-shaped 
fruits filled with phosphorescent green fluid. What appeared to be 
vines, were in actuality oily tubes that ran along the floor, up the 
trunk and into the fruit-like pods. I then realized that the structure 
was artificial. 

Each pod contained either a man, or a woman. 

Snake-like coils penetrated the fruits along the stem, yielding 
an array of tubes running into mouths and noses, delivering oxygen 
and nutrition. Some tubes had long syringes injecting fluids into 
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veins, while others were apparently taking blood and extracting 
spinal and neural fluids. 

Most of the captives had specialized tubes either attached to 
the penis, or inserted in the vagina extracting genetic material. The 
nightmarish violations I had endured had been an extrusion of this 
grim reality into the dreamscape. 

The chamber was circular, tall, and looked to be made of 
some kind of obsidian-like material. I couldn’t tell if the substance 
had been carved or secreted. The wall was smooth and cobwebbed 
with a lattice of green luminescence, which, other than the glowing 
pods, was the chamber’s only light source. The floor curved smoothly 
becoming the wall, which extended up until it dissolved into the soft 
green light. | 

Alcoves lined the walls, and in several sat Martians: grotesque 
hulks of glistening reddish brown flesh. Tentacles wrapped before 
them in repose. They were watching the people in the pods with their 
three large, unblinking eyes. 

One beckoned to a small tri-ped. The machine walked to 
the alcove, its seat level with the Martian, who lifted itself up on its 
tentacles and climbed on. It then skittered toward the obscene tree. 
The symbiosis between the organic Martian brain and the glittering 
metal body was flawless. 

One pod seemed to occupy the Martian’s attention. The tri- 
ped curled its legs inward tucking them beneath the machine’s belly. 
A suspension field took over, lifting it so that the eyes of its master 
were at level with the man’s. 

Suddenly, my vision shifted and I was looking into the face 
of the man in the pod. It was my face. 

My eyes were open and for a moment I beheld two simultaneous 
visions: my submerged face with tubes protruding out of its mouth 
and nose, and the face of the Martian with its three black eyes gazing 
fixedly. Then, my vision became single, I was myself floating wet and 
warm in the green fluid, and I swooned. 


I awoke with a start. I was still floating in the pod. A 
Martian ambled toward me on its tri-ped, stopped and regarded 
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me for several minutes, then it moved out of sight. It was doing 
something to the rear of my pod just beyond my periphery. 

Pain! Pain such as I had never before experienced shot 
through my body. My nerves were on fire. Then freezing. I screamed 
soundlessly past the feeding tube and into the green liquid. I was on 
the verge of passing out, when the pain suddenly stopped. 

I felt as if I were floating in a vacuum, then the pain hit me 
again. Freezing, burning, stinging. 

I was lost in a storm of white agony. Tendons sizzled with 
crimson anguish. Joints ground like glass beneath a great weight. 
Muscles knotted into tight balls of misery. Tongues of acid licked 
my flesh and I burned away in anguished suffering. 

I remembered Carlos’ tale: The doomed old man telling him 
that he had landed in Hell’s waiting room. I had landed in Hell 
itself. Tentacled demons tortured me with detached, merciless eyes 
while I writhed and convulsed. 

Again, just before I succumbed and passed into unconsciousness 
the pain faded. I floated numbly in my torture chamber. My 
body jerked uncontrollably and thought eluded me. I felt my mind 
begin to slip back into the feral state of the animal. Fear no longer 
dominated the animal’s mind. Survival was no longer a concern. 
Now endurance was all that mattered. 

Dimly, I was aware of several Martians congregating before 
my pod. One motioned to something behind me, a silent explosion 
erupted in my brain once more, and my mind was blasted away. 

I floated in a sea of pain. The sea throbbed like a thing 
alive, becoming progressively more powerful, then receding before 
numbness or unconsciousness could take me. The pain was repeatedly 
teased in this manner, ushering in ever-greater levels of intensity. Pain 
merged with ecstasy and became one throbbing, boiling sensation, 
and each second became an eternity. 

I no longer existed as a thinking entity. I existed only as 
sensation. I don’t know how long the Martians kept me in this state. 
Time had become meaningless. 

At some point, my mind popped up on top of the sea of 
sensation like a cork and I was myself again. I was tossed about by 
waves of pain for an age. After an immeasurable span, the ceaseless 
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rolling of the waves began to lull me as if I were a babe rocking 
in its mother’s arms. The motion comforted me, and I began to 
meditate. 

I remembered the first meditation lesson my teacher had 
taught me a lifetime ago: I counted breaths. At nine, I would begin 
again. In this manner, I endured yet another age of pain. 

I now watched the Martians as they watched me. Days 
passed. I could see various creature-like machines moving about the 
chamber behind them. Pain was now only one of many sensations 
and I no longer simply endured, I navigated; a lone mariner adrift on 
a crimson sea filled with tentacled sea monsters. My mind was silent, 
while I studied my captors. One of them, noticing my attention, 
moved closer to my pod. 

The pain stopped abruptly and I felt lost. I was a throbbing 
organ adrift in an endless void. Three eyes burned like black suns 
in the expanse above my exposed mind, and I squirmed naked and 
defenseless beneath the Martian’s relentless gaze. 

‘The Martian observed me through the translucent liquid and 
I felt the cold tendrils of its mind touch my mind. Then I pushed 
back. For an eternal instant, I balanced on the precipice of an abyss 
then fell headlong into a kaleidoscopic, bodiless exultation. I was 
racing through a memoryscape of cold, passionless data and logic. 
My mind shrieked with horror, as it fell into a vortex of memory. 

The Martian’s memory extended like an unbroken current over 
fifty thousand years. Astonishment, fear, and a hundred unnamable 
emotions, seared my consciousness with an intensity that shamed 
the pain. An eddy whirled off the current and I pushed myself into 
it and rested. Drops of information pelted me and I was unable to 
encompass its vast totality. My mind couldn't stretch big enough to 
contain it, I couldn’t tell where I ended and where the cold endless 
vaults of the Martian mind began. 

My body convulsed and I was released. As my vision darkened, 
my last sight was of the Martian touching something on my pod. 


Chapter Eighteen 


The Martians 


I awoke feeling the smooth, obsidian floor warm against my naked 
body. Opening my eyes, I found that I was in an alcove similar to the 
ones I had observed earlier. I was too weak to rise and I lay listlessly 
gazing out of my prison. 

My head ached. I was spent and I drifted in and out of 
uneasy sleep. The memory of the utter coldness of the Martian mind 
was a torment almost beyond endurance. 

Then suddenly, violently, red tendrils burst up through the 
psycho-topography of my mind, reaching up like tender shoots and 
blooming full and bright. Brilliant violet seed pods exploded. I 
reeled and, screaming, held my head in my hands. I rolled against 
the smooth wall, panting. Slumping to the floor, I forced myself to 
breathe deep and slow, and the pain became the white ocean again. 
I floated on the surface and rested. 

For a brief instant, 1 was again suspended in the pod’s 
green liquid. Lightning exploded behind my eyes and slowly, so 
excruciatingly slowly, began to condense into bobbing green bubbles. 
Each bubble contained knowledge. 

The knowledge was not constructed out of words, but of 
long chains of memes. Like luminous DNA, the chains of living 
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information spiraled around my mind then split, condensing further 
into images bursting with meaning. The memories began to replicate 
themselves and grafted to my memories, expanding me until the 
notion of my individual identity was nearly obliterated. My mind 
was a colony of many continuous selves clustering like bunches of 
grapes, strung along my mindscape, like a vineyard decorated with 
manifold lights. 

Individual self-identity became a superfluous idea. 

Four billion years unspooled before my naked mind, a ribbon 
revealing level upon level of complexity. Intelligence emerged out 
of the soup of life, and unfolded as gene expression and molecular 
assemblages: enzyme systems and protein conscription organized 
under the evolving control of DNA. Like a great symphony of 
discordant instruments playing different songs, until a great 
concrescence occurred and the greater song was revealed. 

Then I knew. 

Electric gnosis poured into me and I hallucinated 
uncontrollably for hours until warm, wet blackness blanketed me 


and I slept. 


Bursts of waking awareness strobed across my consciousness 
like scenes in a silent movie: Machines, or creatures, I couldn't tell 
the difference, crawled over me like swarms of ants, injecting me with 
medicines and nutrients. A humming, ebony ball floated in the green 
phosphorescent liquid above. ‘Then unconsciousness took me again. 


I awoke much later. It was dark and I was alone. I felt a 
momentary disassociation. I couldn’t tell if I was in the pod or in 
the alcove. For a fleeting instant, I was simultaneously floating in 
translucent fluid and lying on dry ground. Then, my perception 
arranged itself and I solidified as myself resting on the smooth 
obsidian floor of a Martian alcove. I could hear the hum of distant 
machinery, as I pushed my body up and leaned against the warm 
wall. 

I found that most of the visions were a confused jumble. 
There was simply too much information. I lacked the brain capacity 
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to comprehend all of it, but I was able to piece a small portion 
together into a semblance of coherency: 

The inhabitants of the fourth planet of our solar system 
were not a warrior race, contrary to mythology and popular fiction. 
However, the Martians had evolved from carnivorous ancestors 
and therefore possessed the cunning, patience and ruthlessness of 
a predator. Their immense minds, cold, precise and lacking any 
emotional sense of individuality, reflected the harsh and pitilessness 
temperament of Nature itself. 

Early in their evolution, the Martians had become convinced 
that Time had a shape and that the shape was the epitome of meaning. 
The apprehension of that shape consumed their curiosity and drove 
their science for untold ages. They pushed and prodded the evolution 
of their bodies, until they were little more than giant brains. At 
last, their hypotheses were proven correct. They beheld the hyper- 
dimensional body of Time itself. 

These predatory beings, through their relentless pursuit of 
knowledge had unpeeled the phenomenal universe layer by thin, 
delicate layer. They had expected to find the deepest core of reality 
and the final answers to all of their questions. When they had 
finally removed the final layer, they nearly went mad. For what they 
had found was emptiness so complete and utter, as to render all life 
arbitrary and ultimately meaningless. 

Space/Time, sublime and intoxicatingly beautiful yet, utterly 
devoid of any transcendental purpose, was only the byproduct of 
gigantic processes that had no beginning, no end and no direction. 
Consciousness itself was only the result of accidental accumulations 
of increasing complexity within the spiraling pools of cosmic silt. 

Rather than be destroyed by despair, the Martians, having 
only rudimental emotional responses, found that the horror of 
meaninglessness could be endured. In the end, their minds 
reflected perfectly the bitter coldness they had found at the heart of 
existence. 


Space/Time, they had found, was simply the detritus that 
formed on a membrane separating dimensional surfaces. Infinite 
variation and complexity spiraled out purposelessly and blindly, 
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along the surface of the membrane, growing in a four-dimensional 
fractal pattern filling all available niches. Knots of greater complexity 
allowed awareness to evolve, and out of this grew self-awareness, 
intention, and intelligence. The need to apprehend meaning was 
nothing more than a result of evolutionary pressures coded for the 
optimization of survival. Nothing more. 

They discovered that the only phenomenon that penetrated 
beyond the membrane into the otherwise unknowable hyper- 
dimensions was gravity, and this understanding became the foundation 
of their technology. 

Despite it all, the cold, unsympathetic purposelessness they 
had found served to hone their already unyielding minds and they, 
therefore, focused their intent on the will to survive and the will to 
endure, without flinching, the terrible silent emptiness of Infinity. 
Not even death daunted them, for they filled the emptiness with 
their will. 


The Martian community was knit together by continuous 
genetic lineages of inherited memory and a communication matrix so 
sophisticated it surpassed mere telepathy. Because of this ability to 
pass memory to their offspring, genetic lineages shared not only the 
totality of all acquired knowledge, but each lineage formed a single 
intellectual identity. A lineage, being essentially one compound 
organism, pursued an avenue of thought and research, with little 
interaction with other lineages. The overlapping serial awareness 
of the Martian mind extended back, unbroken, over fifty thousand 
years. They had achieved a kind of physical immortality and had 
cracked the Cosmic Egg wide open and supped on its silent yolk. 

Mars, being smaller than Earth had cooled much faster. Water 
froze as the surface cooled inward and the hydrated-minerals needed 
for the formation of a moving lithosphere were absent. The Martian 
lithosphere slowly thickened and became immovable. Almost two 
billion years ago the core solidified. This set off a chain of events 
resulting in the loss of the planetary magnetic field. Without this 
protection, Mars lost much of its atmosphere and the planet was laid 
bare to bombardments of solar particles and radiation. 
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The surface eventually became completely sterile forcing the 
Martian’s ancient ancestors underground where, over eons of time, 
they built an entire ecology. 

The Martians had long ago mastered the atom and unleashed 
its power. With this, they fueled great engines that heated their 
subterranean world. 

In time, the resources to maintain the fragile eco-systems of 
the vast network of underground caverns became nearly depleted. 
Even harvesting raw materials from the moons and nearby asteroid 
belt only served to prolong the inevitable. Fewer offspring were 
budding and their population was shrinking. 

The lineages, being aware of their collective peril, joined in 
thought and reasoned that an inter-planetary migration would be 
necessary for their survival. They concluded that the next planet 
sunward, being exceedingly rich in resources and possessing a 
biosphere compatible, with few modifications, with their biology, 
was the most suitable. 

The Martians prepared machinery that would allow them 
to adjust to the environment and subdue the dangerous indigenous 
animals, that is, the human species. 

They did not consider us an enemy to be conquered. They did 
not think of us as some kind of worthy adversary to be respected and 
defeated in combat. They regarded us, as would a man wanting to 
build a house near a hornet’s nest: the man would cautiously approach 
the nest to avoid being stung and then destroy it. He would never 
consider the hornets as anything, but pests to be put aside. 

The Martians perceived our technology and edifices as only 
the extrusions of a clever colony animal. We were pests to be put 
aside. 

‘There was, however, one thing about us that was of interest 
to them. We were edible. 

The Martians sent an exploratory team, to establish a base 
for more detailed research and from which the migration could be 
directed. 

The Martians, however, underestimated the aggressiveness 
of the indigenous animals. It was a mistake that had cost them the 
first incursion. The Martians observed their loss coldly. They did 
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not think in terms of win or lose. A defeat was only an opportunity 
to gather and process more data. 

The ship was attacked and the crew killed, but not before 
a preliminary analysis of the atmosphere was sent back to Mars. 
They realized that the microbial life forms present in the atmosphere 
would pose a distinct problem. Further probes were sent and detailed 
studies completed. The Martians would be prepared. 

Upon completion of this recapitulation, my head reeled and 
again I lost consciousness. 

Hours (or was it days?) passed. In silence, I drifted in a liquid 
haze of disjointed perception. The many tubes entering my body kept 
me hydrated with nutrient-rich fluids and the mysterious floating 
sphere returned countless times. 

I had been in meditation when the next wave of hallucinations 
hit. The luminous structure of my brain revealed itself as an orb of 
sizzling plasma. I saw fiery acid streams of alien neurotransmitters 
arch across synaptic gaps bonding with endogenous enzyme systems. 
I curled up convulsing, electric storms ripped through my body. 

Somewhere the disembodied voice of Dr. Porter spoke: 
Persevere. The bonding takes time. The Martians are bonding a 
synthetically designed genetic code to your DNA. ‘This code expresses an 
analogue of part of the Martian genetic code. You are being evolved. 

You once said that evolution was the result of natural selection, that 
is, survival of the fittest. That is not wholly true. Symbiosis is evolution’s 
ace up the sleeve. Symbiotic relationships are far more potent than the 
simplistic strategy of the strong dominating the weak. 

My body relaxed suddenly and I floated in an eternal void. 
The voice explained that the resonance of my neural RNA had been 
changed. The bonding was complete. 

Now the healing begins, Dr. Porter whispered, and with that, 
the genetic changes will begin to express themselves. 

The memories were no longer aggressively asserting 
themselves. Instead, they arranged themselves into little bits and 
formed into a luminous egg in the core of my being. The egg began 
replicating itself. Each copy then inserted itself into the cells of my 
genetic spiral. 
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“Jon! Jon! Wake up!” 


“Who said that?” a voice, my voice, said from inside the 
dream. “Dr. Porter?” I murmured. “Ed. Is that you?” 

I sat up and crawled to the entrance of my alcove. For the 
first time since waking, I looked outside. My cell was on the bottom 
level at the end of a cul-de-sac and was one of about thirty, each 
globular in shape, clustered beside and atop one another and held in 
place by what looked like shiny black cement. I could count about 
thirty cells from my vantage point. In several of these, a Martian 
sat in silent meditation. 

The floor and walls of the cul-de-sac were alive with movement. 
Machines of diverse sizes went to and fro performing various tasks. 

There were larger three legged machines moving from cell 
to cell. These were dark, with multiple reddish eye lenses mounted 
on the ends of swaying stalks. Thick bundles of tentacles hung 
loosely beneath them, and at the end of each tentacle were different 
manipulative devices. I could deduce the function of some such as 
claws, articulated fingers, syringes, and suction devices, but others I 
couldn’t even begin to guess. 

An ebony orb floated from one alcove to another, stopping 
briefly before each Martian. ‘The alien inserted its pipette into an 
opening and supped on the blood contained therein, for the orb’s 
purpose was to bring sustenance. 

Multi-legged maintenance drones skittered across the walls 
in a never-ending cycle of cleaning and renewal. One would, with 
sharp rotating mandibles, shave off the surface of the obsidian wall, 
while a second would follow closely behind secreting a new layer 
of dark material. The entire surface of the tunnel wall was, in this 
manner, replaced every few weeks. 

At the foot of my alcove, Dr. Porter stood gazing up. 

“I saw them bring you in,” he said. “You were unconscious. 
Every so often, you would begin yelling and talking deliriously...” 

“How long?” I interrupted. 

“I’m having trouble tracking time in here, but I think you've 
been here for at least a week. 

“A week? ‘That’s it?” 


ee, BE a SABO 


“At least. I could hear your voice and I hoped against hope 
that, if it were you, you were all right. I kept calling your name, but 
you didn’t answer.” 

“They did something to me. Ed. I don’t know. All I know 
for sure is that I’ve been hallucinating all this time.” I sat back against 
the curved wall of my cell. Talking exhausted me. 

I dozed on and off for the next day or two. When I had some 
surplus energy I did my stretching regime. 

The atmosphere of my cell was hot and wet almost to the point 
of being uncomfortable, but fortunately, it had a high concentration 
of regenerative oxygen. 

After what I thought must have been another week, I began 
to feel stronger and thé assault of unbidden visions stopped. By the 
time another week had passed, I was performing Taijutsu kata on top 
of my rather strenuous stretching routine. 

One day, after a particularly exhausting exercise session, a 
Martian came mounted on its personal walker and stopped in front 
of my cell. A flash of sizzling light struck my mind accompanied 
with a feeling that I was to follow. 

It turned and walked away clearly expecting me to obey. 

I glanced at an anxious Dr. Porter, then shrugging, turned 
to follow. 

For a moment, I again experienced disassociation and vertigo. 
‘The sensation of walking lightly on three agile legs overlapped with 
my usual feeling of walking, and I stumbled. The Martian stopped 
and, with unconcerned curiosity, turned toward me. I found my 
balance and continued following. 

‘The passageway, too, was hot and humid. I studied the myriad 
machines busying themselves and was reminded of the different cells 
that construct, repair and replace the cells, bones and organs in an 
organism. . 

I noted that there was nothing stylized about the Martian 
dwelling. It appeared organic and utterly pragmatic. Like a massive 
bee hive it had no artistic embellishments, no feeling, no soul. Yet I 
felt an appreciation for its natural beauty. 

I was startled at the realization that I noticed no odors. My 
sense of smell seemed to be turned off and for another brief, terrible 
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instant of disassociation I felt as if I were back in the green pod 
floating in an endless dream. The feeling quickly passed. 

Eventually the tunnel opened into a vast chamber, the far side 
of which was lost in the hazy golden-green distance. Chaotic activity 
filled the air, as tiny flying gnat-like machines buzzed through a 
dense jungle of machinery. Multi-colored machines moved ant-like 
in and out honeycombs of tunnels as far as the eye could see. 

Rows upon rows of gourd-like formations that resembled the 
shelled bodies of the massive tri-peds, sprouted out of the ground on 
stalks, while thousands of small multi-legged machines ran up and 
down the carapace examining, cleaning and polishing. There were 
rows of the massive bodies high atop trios of tree-like stems. Some 
of the stems were clearly forming into the great striding legs. 

Others were nearly complete and, as I watched, tentacles grew 
jerking and stretching like a time-lapsed film of a budding plant. I 
watched as glittering scales of metal sprouted and folded back in on 
themselves and sprouted again larger, forming shining surfaces on 
the new machines. 

The machines are being grown! 

Each machine was unique. Those of apparently identical 
function were varied and individual. Each machine represented a 
single step in an evolving lineage. 

Passing the machine fields, I saw a very strange ritual, if ritual 
it was, being performed: completed machines; tri-peds, walkers, and 
myriad others that defied description were queued before a row of 
nine elevated Martians sitting astride hovering discs. The Martians 
appeared tiny and trivial, before the lines of glittering giants. 

One by one, a machine would prostrate before a Martian 
master; an electric ripple of color traced across the Martian’s body, 
followed by a corresponding ripple across the surface of the machine. 
‘The machine would then move away and another would take its place 
repeating the ritual. 


Disassociation. I experienced again the feeling of liquid 
weightlessness and of being watched keenly by fathomless eyes. I 
fled from the penetrating gaze into darkness. 
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I sat up and found myself next to an underground pool. 
Water poured into it from an unseen source. My pack was next to 
the pool. Excited, I rummaged until I found clothes and some coffee. 
First, however, the pool was too inviting. 

I dove into the refreshing water and bathed. After getting 
dressed, (loose jeans and a gray t-shirt), I was delighted to find 
several packs of instant coffee. I lit a can of sterno and heated a cup 
of water. 

I sat for a long while looking at the drawings in my sketchpad: 
Ginny, Yolanda, Carlos. Not even questioning the incongruity of the 
situation, I closed my eyes and beaded strings of Time unspooled out 
from me. . 

Along one of these strands, I saw my friends and their fellow 
refugees escorted by the soldiers setting up camp in the San Gorgonio 
Pass near the now derelict wind farm. Most of the turbines had 
either burned, or fallen to the earth, yet several still stood. Their long 
white blades spinning in the breeze of the mountain pass, generating 
electricity for ghosts. 

The desert already bore signs of the encroaching alien flora 
and the sunlight that filtered through the perpetual canopy of cloud, 
gilded the landscape. Carlos looked up at the sky and Ginny ran to 
him wanting to play. 

Somehow, I found myself back at the machine field. I stopped 
and watched the machines grow in their vast gardens. 

Dr. Porter was sitting with his back against the wall behind 
me. 

“Jon?” 

“Hey Doc, they’ve given me a longer leash. How’s your 
asthma?” 

“Not a problem, my friend.” 

I sat down by his side and told him everything I could 
remember. 

“Nanotechnology!” exclaimed Dr. Porter. “T’d bet you dollars 
to donuts that’s how they do it.” 

“Do what?” 

“Grow their machines, of course.” 

“Oh, of course. You and Marcus talked about that before.” 
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“Yes! Microscopic robots are building the larger machines 
from the inside out. The Martian’s mastery of machinery is 
consummate! Why, I’d wager that the robots possess a form of 
artificial intelligence.” 

Ed’s eyes gazed over the fields. 

“Look. See that machine over there?” 

I followed his pointing finger. I saw a small machine that 
resembled a six foot centipede rolling along on numerous legs. Upon 
its back were rows of crystalline eggs. With specialized tendrils, the 
centipede grasped an egg and planted it in pits filled with granulated 
raw materials. 

“Now,” Dr. Porter said. “like DNA and RNA, the nanobots 
will begin building the machine from the cellular level up.” 

“What do you think about the ritual?” 

“Haven't got a clue.” 

“It must have some practical purpose,” I said. “The Martians 
don’t do anything without a pragmatic purpose. Do you know they 
never really sleep? Hell, they don’t even stop when a newly budded 
baby Martian drops off their body. A nurse robot quickly scoops up 
the tiny creature and places it in a translucent pod filled with nutrient 
enriched fluid. The parent Martian just continues with whatever task 
it was on about.” Suddenly I felt dizzy. “Ed,” I began, but stopped. 

“Yes. Jon? Jon?” 


I was walking through the red desert again. A Martian walked 
lightly upon its three clusters of slender tentacles next to me, its bulbous body 
buoyed like a balloon. We approached the hill together. As before the nude, 
body of a woman lay prone upon it. I stopped. 

The Martian cast me a curious glance. Nora called to me. 

“What does this mean?” I shrieked at the Martian. No answer. 
The wind picked up and buffeted me. Sand stung my eyes and I knelt, 
covering my head. The howling of the wind grew, until it was a shrill 
wailing that hurt my ears. I cried out past the tube in my mouth. 


“JON!” 
The howling stopped. I swam in a vacuum of silence and 
nearly vomited. 
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“Jon, what happened?” 

“I. I. Ed, is that you?” 

“Yes. Are you all right?” 

“No. Imean. Yes. I’m okay now. I was hallucinating again. 
I think, I think they’re changing me.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Our system, the human system, was sick. Diseased. The 
destructive cycles were increasing with tighter and tighter spirals, 
with no possibility of self-correction. We were doomed, unless some 
external intervention occurred. Like a virus killing its host until an 
anti-biotic was introduced.” 

“Are you saying these invaders are some kind of cure for 
humanities sickness?” 

“No, no. Left on our own we faced extinction. But, now 
some of us will survive. “Now, don’t get me wrong. They are not 
saviors. Not by a long shot. No, more like catalysts of novelty. 
They’ll not save us, no, and we won't survive in any recognizable 
form, but we will evolve, thanks to them. 

“You yourself argued once that we shouldn’t demonize them. 
That would only serve to cloud our perceptions and underestimate 
them. Remember? “They are not monsters even though what they 
did to us was monstrous.’ You said those words to Sergeant Wilson 
long ago.” 

“I remember, Jon, but...” 

“Listen, I’ve seen a little bit of their mind. The Martians have 
teased apart the very fabric of the universe. There is nothing there 
that we'd call spirit, or god. Everything we think about is a fiction, 
our minds, our souls, and our destiny. 

“A current, if you will, of intentionality evolved. A pattern 
that formed, like algae, over the surface of a membrane that separates 
one dimension from another and that pattern became aware. Not 
with any intelligence, nothing like that. It knew itself as portions of 
it became complex enough for awareness to evolve. It dimly became 
aware of the growing complexity of its pattern. This pattern is what 
we call Life. The Martians are one permutation of the pattern. 

“The Martians are aware of this and take no hubris to 
themselves. Life has only one intention: to survive. 
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“The Martians sought knowledge like a ravenous wolf hunts 
prey. The knowledge of the Martians has no metaphysical aspect. It 
is purely physical. Knowledge equals survival. 

“Meaning arose out of the necessity of survival. Long before 
our brains evolved the complexity of higher intelligence, we learned 
to read the environment. Meaning was arrayed all around: here the 
sweet water lay, there a rabbit passed. ‘The reading of the environment 
revealed to us where to find food and water, where the predators 
hunted and where the prey grazed. This is the root of the notion of 
meaning: recognizing the signs in the immediate environment for 
our continued survival, that is, perceiving pattern as such. 

“As higher consciousness evolved, we cast our minds out like 
nets into the cosmos and perceived ever-increasing complexities of 
pattern and we falsely assumed we would find even greater meaning. 
We couldn't accept that we were merely projecting the survival tools of 
our most ancient ancestors onto an otherwise indifferent universe. 

“Now I will tell you one of the Martians’ secrets. 

“Time as pure endurance doesn’t exist. What we experience 
as Time, is merely consciousness organizing itself so that it can 
apprehend itself as pattern. So that it can somehow make sense of 
itself. The Martians have seen this. They know that they are trapped 
in an edifice that contains all beginnings and all ends. Existence, 
as we understand it, is apparently impossible outside the edifice of 
Time. . 

“I suspect, however, they have found a crack in the edifice. 
Somehow, they intend to escape the pattern. Somehow, they intend 
to redefine the parameters of existence and merge with a greater, 
more complex pattern that transcends Time. I don’t know how, but 
what they are doing to me, and probably to others, has something 
to do with it. 

“But, it is Life itself that yearns to be released into a larger 
pattern, not the Martians, not man. The Martians are just part of 
the pattern, just one spiral of Life’s expression. 

“Even though there is no god out there to acknowledge it, 
Life shouts into the abyss and its only satisfaction, is hearing the echo 
of its own voice reverberate through Eternity.” 

“Jon,” Dr. Porter said quietly 
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“What?” I asked, his voice snapped me out of the spiral of 
thought. Exhaustion washed over me. “I’m tired, Ed, so tired.” 
We sat silently for a while. 


Chapter Nineteen 


The Test 


An intricate web of living machinery maintained the entire ecology 
of the Martian metropolis. The underground chambers and tunnels 
hummed with tens of thousands of machines. These ranged from tiny 
gnat-sized robots that formed buzzing clouds, to the towering tri- 
pedal fighting machines and immense earth moving monstrosities. 

I observed such a tunneling device one day. The machine was 
capsule shaped, about forty feet long, and twenty feet tall. Hundreds 
of small, millipede-like feet moved it along the tunnel. Another 
machine, a small tri-ped with three green optical receptors swaying 
at the ends of long slender stalks, motioned with several tentacles 
toward an area along the wall. The cylinder crawled over to the point, 
withdrew its many feet and began to radiate a great heat. 

Its nose began, at first, to glow orange, then white. Instantly, 
the rock began to melt and turn to vapor as the machine slid forward 
on some sort of suspension field. In minutes, it had disappeared 
leaving a smooth tunnel in its wake. 

‘The small tri-ped, I had begun to think of as the Foreman, let 
out a shrill whistle and several machines rushed over. One entered 
the still molten tunnel and began to hose the wall with some kind of 
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oily liquid. The other machines followed, polishing and shaping the 


cooling walls of the new tunnel. | 

The Foreman followed them and was soon out of sight. 

The Martians themselves remained, for the most part, hidden. 
I would occasionally see one or two, moving about on their robotic 
steeds, but their doings remained a mystery. 

The Martian that looked over me, (I assumed it was always 
the same one, as I had no real way of distinguishing one from 
another) seemed to know where I was at all times. It would find 
me, adjust itself to my height and look at me. That was all. It just 
looked at me. During this examination, I would again experience an 
unsettling disassociation. I would be standing before the Martian, 
while simultaneously floating in the pod. The sensation quickly 
passed, however, and the Martian would go on its way. 

Other than this periodic examination, I was left to my own 
devices. 

I explored the several tunnels that radiated from the vast 
machine fields. One corridor led to a large arena sized chamber. 
Alcoves where, I guessed, Martians could sit and observe the arena, 
lined the walls. Its vaulted roof was invisible beyond the effulgence 
of dozens of hovering globes casting a rich purple light. It was here, 
where I would come to run. 

At the far end of the arena there stood a small forest. The 
trees were certainly of Martian origin having deep bluish violet 
foliage and bizarre, unearthly configurations. They were tall with 
an interlacing maze of branches and thick vines. 

So filled was I with near manic energy that, each day, I would 
run around the arena for hours, until I was nearly exhausted. 

After running I would take to the trees. 

I was able to perform acrobatics that I had not even dreamed 
of doing in my previous life. A monkey would have looked on me 
with envious eyes. 

I arrived at the arena one day to find eight tri-ped walkers 
standing motionless on one side. They were empty, but then I saw 
that their riders had taken places in the alcoves. They were watching 
me with their inscrutable eyes. 
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I walked apprehensively into the arena. A ninth Martian, 
I guessed that it was my watcher, strode up to me on its walker. It 
was carrying something in one of its mechanical tentacles, which 
it dropped at my feet. It was a sword: a single edged, Japanese 
tachi. Its 36 inch blade arced majestically and the finely wrought, 
14-inch hilt curve down providing excellent leverage. I hefted the 
gleaming weapon. It felt unexpectedly light in my hand, and I looked 
inquisitively up at the Martian. 

It gestured toward another tunnel opening, where four men 
and two women stood, each armed with a weapon. Two held similar 
swords, another held a spear, another sported a battle-axe. ‘The 
women each wielded a katana. 

A red electric wave rippled over the Martian’s body: fight! 

I wanted to protest, but two of the men rushed at me. Thought 
ceased and my body moved. When my mind caught up, I stood over 
the corpses of my assailants. Blood covered my blade and I was 
splattered with gore. 

I looked to the Martians. Their reaction to this violence was 
unreadable. Why were they doing this? Surely they didn't enjoy this. 
But, I couldn’t think about it. The other two men were circling me. 
One was twirling his spear like a baton, while the other held his long 
axe with two thick hands. 

Then they attacked. I spun, shifted, then crouched to the side 
as the axe fell. The axe wielder lost his balance, so sure was he of his 
mark. I easily thrust my sword between his ribs and twisted. I spun 
and threw him at the spear twirler, who leapt easily away. 

I relaxed into my stance and waited. 

My opponent fainted left with the spear, then attacked to 
the right. I leapt back beyond the reach of the spear tip, and felt the 
hairs prickle on the back of my neck. I dropped just in time and 
rolled under the swinging sword held by one of the women. She 
had stealthily made her way behind me, while I had engaged the 
two men. 

Now three adversaries circled me. Again, I relaxed. Then 
they attacked as one. Time slowed. The attackers strobed like 
photographs displayed one after another, in slow succession. 
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I became a phantom. With tiny alterations of my positioning, 
I created the illusion of a target. The spearman thrust and I easily, 
casually, sliced his arms off at the elbows. He crumpled screaming 
in a spray of blood. 

My movements flowed to meet the lead woman. Her katana 
sought my neck, only to swish though air. My sword bloomed out 
of her back, in a fount of scarlet like some obscene flower. I stepped 
lightly to the left and, with a quick sidekick, sent my remaining 
opponent sprawling. 

She quickly rolled to her feet and crouched, her sword held 
before her. Death and desperation was in her eyes. 

I looked down at my sword. What a strange thing to be holding. 
I knelt and laid it on the ground. Then standing, relaxed. I observed 
the woman as she leapt at me shrieking. Her sword missed by a 
fraction of an inch, and I jabbed her between the ribs with my thumb. 
She crumpled to the ground spitting blood. 

Again, she staggered to her feet. 

“Look, I don’t want to hurt you,” I said. 

She spat at me and lunged. I shuffled to one side and calmly 
guided her blade away. Overextended, she fell again. 1 walked over, 
picked up her katana, and tossed it aside. 

“Come, this is pointless,” I said trying help her up. 

She slapped at my face. I caught her hand and twisted it. She 
grimaced in pain, but she didn’t relent. I released her and walked 
away. 

“Stop!” she cried. “Come back, I’d rather die at your hands 
than be food for them!” 

“What?” I turned, too late. The Martian was on her. 
Mechanical tentacles ensnared her and before I could act, its feeding 
tube had plunged into her throat. 

“You son of a bitch,” I yelled and started for the Martian, 
but was stopped cold by the laser generator swaying venomously 
before me. It stayed poised at my face until the Martian had finished 
feeding. Then, still holding its weapon on me, the bloated monster 
tossed the body near the other corpses and, with a hoot, cleaned its 
feeding tube, sending a fine spray of blood into the dry air. 
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By now, the other Martians had mounted their walkers and 
were leaving. A squat multi-legged machine crawled in, passing its 
masters as they quit the arena. It began methodically collecting the 
bodies of the fallen. A dozen or so smaller drones, buzzed in and 
began cleaning the blood. 

I realized that I was witnessing my fate, had I failed. 

I was numb. I felt sick and dirty. Used. Though the conflict 
had been forced on me, I had violently killed five of my fellows. Guilt 
and shame gnawed ruthlessly at my mind until I stumbled, spewing 
vomit. Almost instantly, a cleaning drone rushed in and mopped up 
my mess. 

Recovering, I went straightaway to Dr. Porter and told him 
what had happened. 

“They gave you no choice Jon,” Dr. Porter said in response to 
my mood. I appreciated his kindness, but the responsibility of my 
actions was a terrible weight. 

“But why would they want me to perform like some kind of 
gladiator?” I muttered. “It’s horrible. Degrading. I killed for them! 
God damn them!” 

“Listen Jon, you must listen.” Ed answered, his voice low 
and steady, defusing my rage like a gentle sedative. “This isn’t the 
Martians doing. You're undergoing terrible trauma and this is how 
your mind is responding. Don’t despair, my friend. Don’t despair. 
Remember what you said before: ‘trust the pattern’.” 

I smiled weakly. I found myself unable to comprehend Dr. 
Porter’s words. Trust the pattern? But how could I have trust, when 
members of my own species lay at my feet murdered by my own hand. 


Murdered for them. 


Three days later, I became aware that I was in the arena again. 
I couldn’t tell if the nine waiting Martians were the same ones as the 
last time. Again, I was forced to slay my fellow humans or be slain. 

Three more days passed, and the process was repeated. Again 
nine Martians, eight sitting in alcoves, and one mounted on its 
walker greeted me with cold stares. 

I walked to the center of the arena where the sword rested on 
the ground. Wearily, I took it up and waited. 
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‘Three captives entered wearing armor and carrying broad 
swords. With a shout, they came right for me. Silence enveloped 
me and again the ancient thing in me awoke. One instant they were 
rushing for me at a blinding pace the next they were moving so 
slowly, relative to me, as to be nearly standing still. 

Resigned to my fate, I smashed the lead combatant in the 
face with the pommel of my weapon. I felt the bones and cartilage 
of his face collapse. At least when the Martians feed on him he'll be 
unconscious. I quickly dispatched the remaining two, then stood 
facing the Martians. 

Five more opponents rushed in. They were moving even 
faster than the others. Again, the thing in me blazed to life and my 
attackers slowed to a fast crawl. They were moving faster than the 
average human, but I was faster still. The clash was over almost as 
soon as it began. 

Ten more armored fighters entered. They were faster than 
the last group, but still not as quick as the power growing inside me. 
I felt sad and guilty as I killed the three nearest. I was a whirlwind 
amongst them. One lunged. I moved at the last possible instant and 
he crashed onto the floor. I drove my knuckles into the windpipe of 
another with a wet popping sound. As this one fell, my sword found 
the soft flesh of an exposed armpit stopping an ax-wielding aggressor 
as he rushed to strike. 

The remaining five circled around me slowly. I was moving 
faster than ever. ‘The fire in me grew even hotter. One of my opponents, 
a fierce, stout woman screamed and rushed in. The scream, instead 
of startling me, stoked my fire to a greater intensity. Her rush began 
to break up into a series of stills. I could hear a sort of click as each 
frame of her movements fell into place. I dropped her to her knees 
with a stabbing kick to her midsection, caving in the armor plates and 
driving the air out of her. Before she hit the ground, two more leapt 
at me. I spun and both their heads flew up in slow motion trailing 
beaded strings of scarlet. Their torsos had become twin fountains, 
framing my remaining two opponents. 

One jumped in at me then the second followed. I flipped my 
hand up and struck the leader’s attacking arm, deflecting his sword 
thrust. Then with the same hand, I rocked forward beneath his 
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overstretched arm and drove my fingers into his eyes, took a small 
step behind his leg and, as he recoiled from the pain in his eyes, I 
threw him forcefully on his back. Holding the second swordsman at 
bay with the ¢achi, I dropped allowing my weight to drive my knee 
into the throat of my fallen foe. 

My remaining attacker swung wildly. I simply stepped 
forward and stabbed the point of my blade into his throat. 

Convinced that I was finished, I made to leave the arena, but 
stopped when two more warriors entered. 

I sighed and waited. Then to my astonishment these two were 
moving as fast as me. I settled into a ready posture and waited for 
them to make their move. 

Thoughts came unbidden: Jt all begins with the body. All that 
I am is this body; a body that is merely the momentary expression of an 
unbroken genetic lineage billions of years old. Time froze like a many 
tributaried river before me and suddenly I saw something that my 
opponents did not. My body and their bodies were a part of the 
same thing. Their every thought and movement was as intimate to 
my awareness as my own heartbeat. 

One of them executed an overhead strike. I spun and slashed 
at his left hand nearly severing it. He howled in pain, as did I. I 
felt his wound as if it was my own and then his pain was mine. He 
was an extension of my body as is every living being. I would feel 
every scratch and cut, but it didn’t matter. It was only pain. Pain 
was a condition of the mind; a mental warning that one of the body’s 
systems was compromised. The pain emanating from my bleeding 
foe joined the sea of white in my mind’s eye. It was a sea I was 
familiar with and I could navigate its currents. 

I relinquished my mind and my body took over completely. 
Reality smeared around me into a wash of sensation. My adversaries 
attacked as one. Our movements were beautiful and synchronized 
like a ballet. My body felt a tug and it would slide just under the 
stroke of a blade, or it would float back gently riding a thrusting 
foot and then, pulling the kinetic energy of the kick, topple the 
assailant. 

I performed the movements as if I had practiced them a 
thousand times: just another training session in the dao. 
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One of my opponents, the one whose left hand dangled by 
a thread of skin, was slowing. Blood loss was taking its toll. He 
tripped and my blade caught him under the chin. 

The remaining opponent stopped in his tracks. Realization 
washed over his face: he could not win. 

I wanted to end this. I jumped and slammed both feet into 
his chest, twisted and landed lightly on my feet. A new wave of pain 
shot through my chest and I knew that I had crushed his rib cage. I 
walked over to him and knelt. His chest armor had crumbled beneath 
the force of the blow. He would be dead in a matter of minutes. 

“Close your eyes and ride the wave,” I said to him. 

He nodded between ragged breaths and closed his eyes. I 
watched as the muscles in his face relaxed and his breathing became 
shallow and slow. He released into oblivion and his body went 
still. 

Turning, I saw all nine of the Martians mounted on their 
mechanical bodies and walking towards me. They shone as if on fire 
and I could feel them as a continuation of my body just as I had felt 
with the fallen men 

‘They formed a triangle about me and each opened their center 
eye. A rainbow of color rippled over their bodies and I felt, as a 
physical force, the power of their combined gaze. 

Before my astonished eyes, the arena melted away and I was 
again floating in the pod; alone and lost. The Martians remained 
and continued to gaze at me fiercely. 

Then they began to sing. The song was an unearthly, eerie 
sound that vibrated inside my body and penetrated my mind like 
a knife. Perception shuffled and suddenly I could see the sound, 
revealed as a manifold complexity of meaning. 

The Martians have no inner/outer dualism. Meaning is 
displayed openly. The Martian is a naked mind. 

The intensity of the Martian mind penetrated and engulfed 
me with suffocating pressure. I floated in a green fog and beheld 
nine luminous balls where the Martians had been. ‘The balls were 
brilliant, almost blinding white. Thousands of fiber-like strings of 
light coursed off them and constellated out beyond my vision. 
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I perceived with the totality of my body. All of my senses 


combined in an orchestra of perception. 

The whole of my living essence was as a small burning ball of 
fire at the center of nine blazing super novas. The tiny flicker of my 
light was nearly snuffed out by the raging power of the Martian mind 
uncloaked. Somehow, a speck of my awareness remained intact and I 
beheld reality stripped of all interpretation. I saw the universe as the 
Martians saw it and I experienced pure, unchecked horror. 

A burning fountain of white liquid light blasted up my spine 
and blew a hole out from the top of my skull, leaving my mind 
unclothed and exposed before the horror. 

‘The glow of my mind, and even the mighty fire of the Martian 
mind, was as a tiny clump of phosphorescent algae spinning slowly 
round and round; a part of an insignificant eddy swirling along 
the edge of a mighty current in the immense stream of Life. Yet 
this mighty current flowing through the infinite landscape, is itself, 
merely the tinniest of threads. 

‘The sensation that was ‘T, became a tiny bubble bobbing in 
a vast sea of luminous biological awareness made of spiral strings of 
chemical information awash in electro-chemical interactions. ‘The 
bubble burst. 

Eternal silence. This is death then? An everlasting silent 
dream? 

In the beginning, awareness arose painfully and desperately 
with a spark of electricity out of basic chemical processes. This 
speck of awareness traveled the temporal landscape, a distance that 
is experienced as three and a half billion years of evolution. 

Single cells gave rise to cellular colonies; protein chains caught 
in nets made of simple RNA gave rise to DNA, sex and the evolution 
of complex serial organisms. All of them were a part of a continuous 
river of orgiastic genetic expression flowing into the great organic 
ocean of Life. A point of awareness surfaced into the air of history 
as a sensation; a sensation that was ‘me’. 

Then the true nature of Time revealed itself. I beheld Time 
as an eternal structure, a landscape of delicate complexity. 

Time is not infinite endurance, rather it is a scintillating, 
hyper-dimensional object that doesn’t move or change, but is 
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composed of infinite interconnecting lattices spread like ice crystals 
on the frozen surface of a lake. Each line was aware and alive. Each 
line was a history. Moreover, within each line were finer threads 
that were individual stories. Each story branched out in an infinite 
pattern of authentic possibility. I experienced myself as infinite 
individuals, dancing through infinite different histories. 

I then perceived the lines as grooves and that there was 
something; a point of light that vibrated through the grooves and 
‘played’ the information contained therein. Like a laser reading the 
encoded digitized information on a compact disc. The decoded music 
was experienced as a lifetime. 

The lifetime experienced was but the assemblage of the 
collected Nows strung like beads along the threads. The Nows 
were isolated from one another and were worlds unto themselves, 
yet the internal structures presented fractal patterns of inconceivable 
complexity that resonated with similar patterns in others. The 
resonating Nows presented the illusion of continuity, yet nothing 
moved. 

What I had at first took to be a moving point of light, now 
revealed itself as nothing more than the patterns recognizing and 
resonating with one another. 

Equations flashed before my uncomprehending mind. 
Hyper-reality folded and unfolded, my mind was ripped asunder, 
yet something in me apprehended the vision, and I saw my existence 
extending outward and inward across countless bubbles, countless 
Nows, of a multi-dimensional web of light and darkness. Infinite 
jewels like dew drops covered the web and I was reflected in each one. 
And, within each jewel was darkness and within each strand of the 
web was darkness. Darkness was the ground of everything. 

And, I knew myself to be trapped, spread out across endless 
threads of jeweled Nows. Ancient beyond understanding, lost in an 
infinite landscape, separated from all love and all caring. I imbibed 
the perpetual suffering that was the Martian mind. 

The Martians had bought the Faustian bargain and knew 
endless awareness embedded in Time’s eternal edifice. Hell itself. 

Changeless is the edifice of Time. All Nows exist 


simultaneously. I existed simultaneously spread out over the 
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body of Time. Stripped of the illusion of a moving present, the 
utter meaninglessness of existence engulfed me. ‘The emptiness 
underpinning the configurations of Time's edifice revealed itself in 
all its horrendous potency. 

The dark, infinite emptiness yawned hungrily beneath me, 
while the edifice of Time grew smaller and more distant. I floated 
in a colorless vacuum for an age. 


And, for an age the absolute emptiness of the abyss engulfed 
me and I felt in my body a howling, as of a great wind through 
vast unassailable mountains. If not for the anchor provided by the 
indomitable will of the Martians, the spark of my awareness would 
have been sucked down into the everlasting vortex, past the event 
horizon and smeared across an eternally frozen instant of agony. 

I was released and I sprawled painfully on the surface of 
Time’s edifice. I stood and looked beyond the hills of Time and 
beheld a temporal landscape receding so far into the distance as to 
defy comprehension. Neither Man nor Martian were there, but 
everything held the shimmer of a memory of our once having been. 
The landscape of Time was forever flavored by our presence. 

I beheld world ships navigating the currents crisscrossing the 
edifice of Time. Living machines colonizing the furthest reaches of 
the Multiverse; their intelligence imprinted upon the quantum fabric 
of existence itself. 

Sweeping vistas of Infinity expanded forever before me. I fell 
out of time and memory and floated; a mote in the eye of Eternity. 
Stripped and helpless, I was devoured by the immensity. 


The Martian mind was continuously exposed, unshielded, to 
the dirge of silence that is the essence of all things. Through them 
my mind had been exposed. I was raped and savaged by the futility 
of Life itself. Extinction was my desire, yet the Martians lived, and 
through them I was forced to live. 


I was again walking through the red desert. I came to the hilltop 
where Nora had lain. Empty now. I stood and looked off into the distance. 
The horizon shimmered and became a line of indigo light. A soft lavender 
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spot began to shine on the horizon. I gazed into it until a reddish violet 
dot appeared, and in the dot a portal opened. I then stood on the edge of yet 
another abyss: a portal beyond time and space and then I knew. I knew: 


‘The Martians had found the escape hatch out of the iron prison 
of History, but they were too slow to enter it. The modifications that 
they had subjected themselves to over the millennia, had altered their 
quantum matrix enabling them to find that for which they sought, 
but had, as a consequence, put out of reach. 

The Martians do not represent a single enormous mind, but 
many minds sharing a lineage of memory and a singleness of purpose 
without the focus of identity. The Martians do not possess the point 
of identity that humans have. The sense of individual identity is a 
diffused smear on the surface of the vast Martian mind. Because of 
the enormity of the memory they possessed, their thought moved 
very slowly. Tasting neither pleasure nor suffering, they, nevertheless, 
strove for survival. 

Human beings are like speeding bullets to them. The darting 
light of our awareness, like mayflies, birthed, ate, mated, and died all 
in the blink of an eye. Yet, this speed is what they needed. The speed 
and brevity of the human life yielded a tremendous power. 

The ancient awareness that they awakened in me and fused 
with their even greater memory, gave me purpose and power. The 
brilliant light of the singleness of my identity gave me speed. 

I was to carry the spark of our fused awareness through the 
escape hatch into Infinity. 

Then it was over. I was released and merciful oblivion 
enveloped me. 


Chapter Twenty 


Sliptime dels 


Distant gray mountains poked out above the early morning mist like 
ancient monuments carved by a long forgotten race of giants. The 
rising sun sent explosions of light off the drops of dew covering the 
dense vegetation. Sometimes this fucking place was beautiful. 

I awoke stiffly, my M16 across my lap, to the faint static 
of Jim’s transistor radio. He claimed that he could hear the music 
beneath the thick layer of static. I was sure he was full a’ shit. 

“Mornin’ Ray,” he said. 

“Morning,” I replied. 

Jim lit a joint, took a hit and passed it to me. “Another 
beautiful day in paradise,” he said. 

I took a deep inhalation and felt the beginnings of a buzz 
wash over me. 

We had made it through another day, goddamn! Ive made it 
through another day! 

“Hey, Jim,” I said through a cloud of smoke, “how far in do 
ya think we are?” 

“Shit, man, we're in deep. I hope Sarge finds what he’s 
looking for, and soon. ‘Cause I don’t know how much more a this 
I can take.” 
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Jim and I had been in more firefights than I could remember. 
Td walk through hell itself if he were at my side. 

“T think you should turn that thing down,” I said. 

“Nah, nobody’ll hear it with all that noise,” he said. He was 
right. ‘The sound of the birds alone was almost deafening at times, 
not to mention the constant drone of a trillion insects. He passed the 
almost spent joint back to me and I took another hit. 

Jim always had a stash of grass. God only knows where he got 
it. He also had a scalp dangling from his M16 that he had cut from 
a dead VC at that village we took three months ago. Goddamn, but 
it stank to high heaven for a while. 

Jim smiled at me and his face disappeared in a cloud of 
blood. 

“Fuck!” I shouted and rolled to my stomach and opened fire 
on the bushes, all the while screaming at the top of my lungs. 

A white phosphorous round hit the commo and I saw the 
team sergeant flying through the air. His arms and legs flapping 
like a rag doll. 

‘The popping of gunfire was all around me. 

“Where are they?” a voice called somewhere behind me. 

“They're over there!” someone else cried. 

An explosion erupted as a mortar round lit up the forest and 
several VC bit the dust. 

“Shit, yeah!” I screamed and fired recklessly at several running 
forms. 

The ground exploded about thirty feet in front of my face 
and I rolled behind Jim’s body, got up and, in a low run, made for 
my buddies in the mortar pit. I was about sixty paces away when it 
blew. I fell to my stomach and felt my bladder give. 

Christ! Okay. Stay calm. Remember your training. I'm in the 
middle of bare-ass nothing with enemies all around me, but I'll be all right. 
Got a kid at home that wants his daddy back in one piece. P'Il be all right. 
Watch your breath and keep your head together. 

A VC ran out of the bush and I popped him in the face. 
Another ran after him and I nailed him too. Don’t fire wildly. Keep 
calm and aim. Two more ran towards me and I got them both. My 
hands moved in practiced precision as I dropped my empty clip and 
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loaded another. Nothing. No more VC coming at me. I took a 
breath and made a fast, low-assed crawl for the bushes. 

I put my hand on something wet. It was the blown open chest 
of a VC. His dead eyes glared accusingly at me. I looked at him for 
a long while. He had been, what, thirteen, fourteen? He was only 
a few years older than my Johnny back home. 

I'm wasting fucking kids. Goddammit! God damn it! Okay, 
okay. Catch a grip. I can’t think about them like that. ‘These kids would 
gut me if I let ‘em. But, fuck! They're just little kids. 

Then I saw six VC creep out of the bush. No one fired on 
them and they rushed into the camp and began bayoneting the fallen. 
Then one of the guys still alive began firing on them. “Fuck it!” I said 
figuring that that was my cue and I bolted from my hiding spot. 

The six VC were hiding behind an embankment, their 
attention on the soldier shooting at them, and I just walked up behind 
them and sprayed them with the M16. 

I ran over to the fallen soldier. It was Brooks. His legs were 
chopped meat. I put tourniquets on both his legs and cradled him 
in my arms. 

The jungle was still. Not even the birds made so much as 
a peep. Unseen, someone moaned weakly, “Mama, Mama...” and 
was still. 

Must have been a patrol that had stumbled on us. Those six must’a 
been the rest of em. ‘Thank you, Jesus! 

I heard a groan and someone began crawling behind me. 
“Ray, that you?” It was Brent. “Hell’s bells, Ray, you all right?” 

“Yeah, but Brooks here ain't.” 

The sound of crawling grew louder and Brent pulled himself 
up next tome. “Man, this is so fucked up!” he said. 

Brooks looked up at me, his eyes were clear and bright. “Ray, 
you gotta do something for me. Ray.” He grabbed my shirt with a 
bloody hand. 

“What is it Bro?” 

> Telletell herser 

His eyes glazed and he died. 

“Yeah, sure thing Brooks. Sure thing.” 

“Come on, Ray we gotta get outta here,” Brent said. 
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“Yeah,” I said. I walked over to Jim’s radio and listened. I 
could just make out the music. Yes, I could hear it. 

I knelt and picked it up. 

The fog was just starting to burn off under the morning sun 
and birds were chirping again in the forest when we started the long 
march back. 


Sliptime. - 


“Hey Harry, how’d you meet your missus?” 

I knew George was just trying to kill time with his empty 
questions. Guard duty is pretty damn dull. 

We'd been in this trench five days now after pushing through 
the Apennines. The Germans fought hard, but we beat them back. 
General Clark says we need to break through the Gothic Line by 
spring. Now, however, we wait for further orders. It’s been quiet for 
the past three days, though the occasional explosion could be heard 
in the distance. 

George’s a good Joe. Funny and bright. He grew up on a 
farm, like me, only in Indiana. 

“Well, George,” I said taking a long drag on my cigarette. “I 
don’t think you can call it your typical romance story. 

“Sixteen year old Maggie Smith was Ol’ farmer Smith’s 
only daughter. He would’a put some buckshot in my ass if he ever 
found out what we did when he wasn’t looking. Christ, but she’s 
beautiful. 

“Pretty much any chance we got, we'd sneak off for a romp. 
One day, shortly before I headed for boot camp we had just finished 
a rather exceptional romp in the hay when Margaret told me she had 
some news for me. 

“Harry, I have to tell you something, Maggie said as she put 
on her bra covering her milky white breasts. Her nipples still stiff in 
the cool air. I felt the desire begin to rise in me again. 

“She saw the look in my eyes and said, “Now, now Harry, 
enough of that. For crissakes is that all you boys think about? We 
have to talk about something serious.’ 


212 Jefferson R. Weekley 


“IT never did understand Maggie. Still don’t. She never 
seemed to really enjoy our lovemaking, but she always wanted to 
sneak away and do it. It’s almost like the danger of her Pa catching 
her is what really excited her. The sex is just something she had to 
endure for my sake. 

“Now don’t get me wrong, she knew what she was doing and 
was full of vigor. It’s just, well; it seemed she was doing a job. A job 
she excelled at, but still a job. She’d fuck my brains out, all right. 
That’s what my big brother Glen would say when he had had a really 
good romp with his gal. ‘She fucked my brains out!’ he’d say. Yes 
indeed. 

“Wait, Maggie, I said. ‘I have something I need to tell you 
first. You heard what happened over at Pearl Harbor, right? Well, 
I've enlisted.’ 

“Her face blanched then grew angry. “Enlisted! You are such 
a damn fool, Harry Johnson! You go and get me pregnant and now 
youre going to get your ass shot off by the Nazis.’ 

“T looked at her for a full minute then what she said sank in. 
‘Pregnant!’ 

““That’s right. I’m with child. Are you going to do right 
by me? Or are you going to go off to war and play your soldier 
games?’ 

"Maggie T..< 

““Stop stammering like a baby. Are you or aren’t you going 
to do what’s right?’ 

“*You mean you want to get married?’ 

“She looked at me impatiently. 

““Of course I'll do what’s right, I said as I saw my future dry 
up and blow away with the leaves of that autumn’s afternoon. ‘God 
damn it, I thought. ‘I’m only eighteen and my life’s over already. 
That’s what I get for sticking my pecker where I oughn’t. Glen 
warned me didn’t he? He said, ‘that Margaret Smith’s angling to get 
hitched. Well she’s angled me all right and she’s reelin’ me in,’ 

“Yeah, Maggie I'll do right by you. We'll get married before 
I set off’ 

“So, we got married later that month. Her pop was furious 
with me when he found out, but when he heard that I was going to 
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marry her before I shipped out he softened up a bit. We had a nice 
little church wedding. And she gave me a honeymoon romp I’m still 
tingling from. 

“My little girl was born six months later. I can’t wait ‘til I 
can go home and hold her.” I pulled out the photo my wife had sent. 
“She hasn’t gotten to see her daddy yet. I hope she likes me.” 

“Oh, she'll like you all right Harry. What’s not to like. Youre 
a swell guy.” 

At the sound of approaching boots we turned. 

“Hey, guys. Shifts over. Get some rest.” Our relief had 
arrived. God, I can’t wait to sleep. 


Sliptime 

On and on this continued. I passed through life after life and 
death after death for time unending. Madness took me and I fell 
down the spiral groove of my genetic lineage. 

I was a Templar falling beneath a Muslim sword in Jerusalem. 
I was a barbarian slaughtering a Roman family. I was a Cro-Magnon 
cradling the head of the last Neanderthal as his last breath left his 
mouth. 

I was an Australopithecine flopping over a cow pie ... 


Chapter Iwenty-Une 


The Pool of Blood 


The sound of water drew me out of my slumber. I lay next to the 
pool. Weakly, I rose and bathed. I then fell onto the floor and stared 
blankly at the ceiling. Silence engulfed me. My awareness extended 
beyond human memory and I drifted, lost in the crevices of the now 
visible Timescape. Then a point of light beckoned me and I strove 
for it. The light became the memory of my personality and I dove 
into it. I swirled in an ever-tightening spiral. I was all eight of my 
great-grand parents, I was both of my grandfathers and both of my 
grandmothers, I was my mother and my father and, finally, I was 
Jonathan Crowe again and I could now reflect upon what had been 
done to me. 

The Martians had studied humanity well enough to learn 
that struggle is at the root of our being-ness. When we are at rest, at 
play, or at work various chemicals are bathing the mind/body system 
keeping the organism in equilibrium. The pursuit of a mate and the 
sex act alters the chemical balance and thereby alters consciousness. 
But, the struggle for survival releases a whole different set of chemical 
regimes throughout the brain and body, awakening an older set of 
responses and an older state of consciousness. 
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By careful manipulation of neuro-chemicals they had 
produced in me a state of intense adversity, while my imagination 
created the experience of the arena. The brain, not knowing the 
difference between actual and imaginative experience, was given 
the final lynch pin that opened up the full potential of my body and 
brought the mutation they had begun into fruition. 


Ineffable grief washed over me as I endured death after death 
after death in my memory. My grief over the death of my wife was 
but a drop in the oceanic sorrow of Life grieving for itself. Despite 
what the Martians had done to my world and to me I could not hate 
them. Rather, I felt pity for them. They could feel neither the sorrow, 
nor the joy of what that had wrought in me. 

I sat in quiet meditation. I found it difficult to dwell on any 
single thought. A profound silence had settled in my mind and I 
simply enjoyed breathing and listening to the waterfall. 

Time telescoped out before my mind’s eye in a slow progression 
of still images that seemed to arrange themselves in a linear order 
and then collapse into a quick succession of fast frames and then 
stood still. Sometimes it would reshuffle and I would experience the 
finish of an action, before initiating the start of it. Time as linear 
progression had ceased to have meaning. 

Time does not move forward from some distant past to 
some unknowable future. Time is a cobweb; a net that captures 
awareness. 

Past and future are a false duality. Time is Now, and one can 
follow its strands in any direction. 

I opened my eyes and found the fachi lying at my feet. | 
didn’t even wonder how it got there. I hefted it and it felt good in 
my hand. Unlike the datana, the longer tachi had been designed for 
the horse-riding warrior. 

The sweeping, curved blade buttressed the singleness of my 
identity and anchored my mind in a cohesive moment. ‘The purity of 
the blade enabled me to maintain an organized and linear perception 
of Time. 

I then thought of Yolanda, Marcus, and Carlos. Had they 


made it to the Arizona arcology? I closed my eyes and gazed out 
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across the frozen Timescape, until I found them. A succession of 
still frames arranged across the surface of the earth revealed the story 
of their progress. 

What's this? 

My friends were besieged by a squadron of Roland White's 
followers. 

Holed up in a house in the desert, the soldiers and some of the 
others manned different windows and defended the refugees against 
the band of savages. 

Ammunition ran low, but other supplies were holding. ‘The 
house had a well and water was ample. Ginny was frightened, but 
Carlos and her mother comforted her. Marcus was injured. 

Ginny turned and perceived my mind and I wondered in 
surprise. “Jon! They want to kill us. They say that if we surrender 
they'll let us join them, but they’re lying. They want our supplies 
and they want to do things to my mommy. Bad things. Mommy’s 
so afraid.” 

“Jon!” 

I opened my eyes. Dr. Porter squatted before me. Concern 
etched his aged face. 

He squatted before me and put his hand on my forehead. 

“Tm okay, Ed,” I said. 

“So, Jon, you've seen the Martian mind. What do you think? 
Are they evil?” 

“I don’t know how to answer that, Ed. What do you mean 
by evil? They certainly lack anything I'd recognize as empathy. Ina 
way, they are biologically psychopathic. They are relentless, efficient 
and unsympathetic. For such creatures, ethics is absent and power 
determines everything. But, does that make them evil? 

“It’s not that they don’t acknowledge our sentience. Oh, 
they know we're intelligent alright. It’s just that it doesn’t mean 
anything to them. Our sentience is irrelevant. Just as the sentience 
of a monkey is irrelevant to us. 

“On the other hand, they are not intentionally malicious. 
They have never sought to dominate us. They never thought of 
enslaving us. After the initial devastating onslaught, they didn’t 
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seek to exterminate us. Save only, that is, those near their bases that 
posed a potential threat. 

“The Martians do not think as we do, Ed. They don’t think in 
words. They convey meaning directly into the mind of the collective. 
Communication is, therefore, instantaneous. Their private thoughts 
are of continuous mathematical equations. Much of the time they 
aren't even trying to solve any problem. They simply ‘play’ the equation 
and contemplate it. Like we would a song, or a story. 

“Theirs is a profound state of meditation. Some contemplate 
mathematical paradoxes in a state of intense inner silence. Once, Ed, 
I watched one ancient Martian as it examined 144 complex equations 
simultaneously. It was trying to characterize a particular feature of 
a single vibration of a particular superstring.” 

“So, Jon,” Ed interrupted, “how do you know all this?” 

I jerked and for a moment I was awake in the warm green 
liquid of my pod. I shook my head and I was sitting again by the 
pool with my friend. 

“Ed,” I said with a smile. “I’ve been thinking, Ed. I don’t 
know how this got past me but, youre dead, aren’t you?” 

Dr. Porter smiled kindly. “What makes you say that?” 

“Well, it’s like this, Doc.” I sat up and crossed my legs. 
“You died on the mountain beneath that old oak tree. Don’t you 
remember? I burned your body like you asked.” 

“Yes, I wanted to thank you for that. You took a certain 
amount of risk doing that for me.” 

“So, how is it you’re here talking to me?” 

“Well, my friend,” and he sat down next me. “It’s like this. 'm 
not here. And neither are you. You're still in the pod, dreaming.” 

“T can accept that the gladiatorial arena was my imagination, 
but what about everything else? How can all I’ve seen been a dream? 
That’s crazy.” 

Ed pursed his lips and blew out. “No, it hasn't all been a 
dream. Somehow, you've been traveling around the complex riding in 
a Martian’s mind. I don’t know if it’s intentional or not. Didn’t you 
wonder at the contradictions and discontinuity you were experiencing? 


Walking on three legs? No sense of smell? 
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“Besides, the air in this complex is unbreathable for humans. 
Outside the protection of your pod you would die.” 

“T’ve been in a Martian mind? Can they see what I see?” 

“I don’t think so. I think all they see is the synaptic interplay 
of electro-chemical processes. And using these, they coax out specific 
chemical combinations. These you interpreted as the gladiatorial 
arena and your actions therein.” 

“How do you know all this?” 

“I don’t. I’m not here, remember? This is all you, Jon. You 
and what they've done to you.” 


I opened my eyes again. I was floating in the pod. Outside, 
the Martian was watching me. It turned and marched away. | cast 
my inner eye back for one last look at my friend, then turned and 
leaped into the Martian mind. 

Knowledge awoke in my mind. Martian telepathy is not a 
metaphysical phenomenon. Rather, ages ago an organ was designed 
using a blend of genetic engineering and nanotechnology. Encoded 
in the Martian genome, the organ grew and enabled each individual 
to be in constant communication with each other and with their 
technology. Somehow, I could ride on the transmission waves of 
this organ and perceive what a Martian perceived, albeit, interpreted 
within the parameters of my experience. 

We came to an unfamiliar passageway and entered. ‘The 
tunnel was nondescript and we walked for nearly an hour. I could feel 
that we were descending and the moist air became warmer, almost 
stifling. I realized that I could feel what my host could feel, but as 
the Martians had no sense of smell, neither did I. 

Then the tunnel opened out on a walkway that encircled 
the largest chamber I had yet seen. I gazed over the edge and the 
chamber floor yawned before me like a great canyon. Above, the 
vaulted ceiling arched up beyond my sight. By the curvature of the 
wall, I guessed that we were in the main structure of the citadel, 
inside the Martian’s gigantic ship itself. 

Tiers of walkways circled the chamber and tunnels 
honeycombed the walls. Flying machines buzzed in all directions. 
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Maintenance machines continuously cleaned and repaired the 
obsidian surfaces. 

The drifting clouds of gnat-sized robots, the citadel’s 
communication network, provided a continuous flow of information 
updating the conditions and needs of the entire colony. 

The Martian folded the tri-pedal legs beneath its seat and 
floated out over the edge. After descending for several minutes, we 
touched bottom. The Martian unfolded the legs and stepped lightly 
across the floor. Finally, we arrived at what appeared to be an orchard 
of immense trees. 

As we neared the trees, they, though appearing to be organic, 
were revealed to be artificial, built by microscopic robots, molecule 
by molecule, in the uncanny replication of natural life. 

Enormous gray metallic trunks covered with vine-like tubes 
filled with translucent amber fluid reached up hundreds of feet and 
vanished out of sight in the green glow. Thousands of tiny lavender 
beetle-like machines scurried up and down the trunk performing 
a myriad of tasks. Great branches extended out from the trunk 
and from these hung, on slender curved stems, huge luminescent 
pink fruits, similar to the pod my body floated in, but monstrously 
different. 

Inside each of these fruit-like pods, floated a human being 
attached to an umbilicus, through which the pink, nutrient-rich fluid 
flowed. 

A dim echo in my mind told me that I should be horrified, 
instead I found myself fascinated by the Martian ingenuity. I looked 
closer at the people inside the bizarre fruits and saw that they were 
deformed: tiny heads topped bloated grotesque bodies. Only the 
rudiments of a brain remained, just enough to regulate the proper 
functioning of the body. I realized why the Martians had stopped 
hunting us for food. 

They had harnessed our DNA and were now growing 
genetically altered, blood rich, sub-humans. 

Insight informed me that soon these fruits would be filled with 
manufactured blood alone without the need for an organism. I knew, 
also, that they were doing this not out of any sense of compassion or 
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empathy but rather, because this way was more pragmatic and reliable 
than continuously sending out hunter drones. 

Humans had learned to hide and could fight back. Hunting 
raids were a waste of time and resources, as the Martians had no 
desire to continue fighting and had no need to subjugate us. As 
long as humans remained clear of Martian territory and made no 
aggressive actions, the invaders would leave mankind alone. 

We walked swiftly beneath the ghoulish fruit. I noticed that 
along with the mutated humans were also cattle, dogs, sheep and 
various other large bodied mammals floating mutely in their pods. 
Species, I realized, was irrelevant. 

The extracted blood is predigested and prepared for Martian 
consumption by artificial digestive systems. Any harmful agent not 
pre-filtered is caught by the artificially enhanced immune system. 

As I watched, I noticed large, five-legged harvesters stalking 
between the rows of trees. A cluster of tentacles sprouted out from 
their backs each ending in a large suction cup. They examined each 
fruit and if it was found to be ‘ripe’, would pluck it with the suction 
cup and place it in a basket-like container mounted at the rear of the 
machine. When the basket was full, the harvester left the orchard 
and passed down through a tunnel. 

My host turned and followed the harvester drone into the 
dark tunnel. The tunnel opened abruptly into another vast chamber. 
Filling the chamber, was an immense mass resembling a gigantic 
sponge. So large was it, that I could perceive no end in any direction. 
Thousands of minuscule, phosphorescent robots flew in and out of 
countless tiny holes. An effervescent rainbow of shifting color, which 
crisscrossed the rough, porous surface, dazzled my eyes. 

After a short march, we stopped before a sphincteral orifice 
into which the robot deposited its grim harvest. Its basket empty, it 
turned gracefully on its five jointed legs and ambled back toward the 
dreadful orchard. 

Another orifice opened and we passed within. Suddenly, as 
the sphincter contracted behind us, I felt light as air. The Martian 
hopped lightly to the floor and stood on its three clusters of tentacles. 
Its great head expanded with air and bobbed up and down like a heavy 
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balloon. Inside the structure, the gravity of Mars was replicated and 
the terrible pull of the Earth was neutralized. 

We made our way through an oasis of brilliant blue plants 
and purple fungi. Everywhere, hummed clusters of the large saucer 
shaped mushrooms that had started me on this journey, a lifetime 
ago. Spongy lung plants puffed and poured out the green gas which 
lay like fog atop the ground. 

Then, I saw something that both surprised and shocked me: 
strange bipedal creatures were moving amongst the foliage. One 
stopped and stared at me, or rather the Martian, and then returned 
quickly to its task, tending to one of the large mushrooms. 

The creature stood nearly four feet tall upon two small, stout 
legs. Its stomach was thin, but was topped with a voluminous chest. 
No head affixed the broad shoulders, giving it a hunched appearance. 
In the center of its chest, was a single round red-rimmed eye. The 
eye was as large as a man’s face and shone with a dull amber light. 
A small circular wound pushed in and out beneath the eye and I 
realized that this must be its nose. On either side of the eye, two 
long slender arm-like tentacles protruded, each terminating in three 
flexible tendril-like fingers. Each finger sported a large circular pad 
not unlike a gecko’s. It had no opposable thumb. Its body was a 
reddish copper color. I sensed a wave of hopelessness and despair 
emanate from its dimly lit eye. As we passed, it did not look up from 
its task again. 

The frailty of this creature was such, that if it wandered 
out of the protection of the structure’s artificial gravity it would be 
immediately crushed. 

Although it still exhibited threes in some of its features, its 
bipedalism and its two symmetrically opposed tentacles unsettled 
me. Was this creature native to Mars? Or, was it a genetically 
created animal designed solely as a labor and food source? 

I remembered Marcus once telling me that when the Army 
had scavenged the remains of the Martian machines and ship after 
the first failed incursion, they had found several dead bipeds. The 
researchers had assumed the bipeds had been the Martian’s food 
source during the journey across space. 
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The aura of despair that hung about it like a dour cloak, 
invoked in my mind, a sad sympathy for it. Were the Martian masters 
even aware of the suffering they caused? And, if so, was it just one more 
bit of data that footnoted a long sterile equation in their computer-like 
minds? 

We walked for a while longer. More of the sad creatures 
hurried about tending the garden, careful to not cross our path. 
We came to a great clearing beneath the apex of a high, vaulted 
chamber. 

At the center of the chamber was a large, circular pool filled 
with crimson liquid. Into this plunged Martians. More Martians 
than I had ever seen together at one time. At least a hundred floated 
and swam in the red water. On the land, they hopped about on their 
great tenticular hands and dove into the pool like joyful birds. What 
was this? | wondered. 

Then, it dawned on me with gruesome realization. They were 
feeding. The scarlet liquid was blood squeezed and processed from 
the harvested sub-humans. My Martian host glided to the pool 
and plunged in; its fleshy beak opened and closed sucking in huge 
quantities of hot blood through its feeding tube. 

The grace and elegance the Martians exhibited was 
exhilarating to watch. Again, an echo in my mind screamed that I 
should be horrified at what I was witnessing, but it reverberated along 
the halls of my inner silence and was soon gone. The Martians fed 
on blood. That was a fact of their nature, nothing more, nothing 
less. The Martians knew nothing of love, compassion, or tenderness. 
Nevertheless, I beheld them swimming and frolicking like children 
playing at the beach on a hot summer's day. The Martians were not 
much more than walking brains, but they were still embodied and 
the body needs to move. Here, at the pool of blood, they allowed 
themselves the pleasure of movement. 

I cast my gaze into the distance along the Timescape and 
caught a glimpse of mankind, changed beyond recognition, human 
tadpoles swimming in similar pools of nutrient rich fluid surrounded 
by the hum of machinery. Brothers to the long vanished Martian. 
Their bodies shriveled to nothing. Great brains aided only by evolved 
hands and deep seeing eyes. 
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My vision revealed something else and the purpose of the 
ritual I had seen between the Martians and the completed machines 
became clear. The Martians had learned how to replicate their 
consciousness into the very matrix of the machine’s computer network. 
The machines were indeed sentient, as Dr. Porter had guessed, but 
beyond anything he could have imagined. 

The Martian machinery was not in service to their living 
creators. No, they were a continuation of the Martian mind. The 
Martians had found yet another way to seize immortality. My vision 
became complete. The Martians knew that they were at the end of 
their evolution, but they had ensured that, in their machines, their 
vast intelligence would continue. 

The living machines would one day ally themselves with the 
descendents of man and aid them in their evolutionary progress. 
Eventually, the joined Martian and human mind would expand in 
a migration throughout the Universe and, perhaps, thanks to what 
they had done to me and were doing to others, beyond. 

After feeding, the Martian hopped out of the pool and walked 
gracefully to an antechamber. Here, were pools of hot steaming 
water. For a second, I feared I would be scalded, but the water felt 
rejuvenating. My host sat beneath a stream of near boiling water 
and meditated. 

Lost in the vastness of the Martian’s silence, I leaped back to 
my body floating in its pod. 

I searched for the hate that should have been there, but I was 
empty. I felt only a deep sadness that seemed to emanate from the 
universe itself. I had to get out of there. I had to help my friends. 
I feared falling back into endless dreams and I feared the terrible 
helplessness of my confinement. Blackness swirled at the corners of 


my thought. 


Roland White stretched his shoulders, flashed his wide, toothy smile 
and waited for the circling men. He stood relaxed and empty handed. His 
stringy brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail and his face was clean- 
shaven, save the thick mustache that grew around his wide mouth down 
to his strong chin. His ice blue eyes smoldered with subdued violence. He 
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wore green army fatigues, sans a shirt, and his wiry muscles rippled like 
oiled machinery beneath his bronzed flesh. 

The four opponents armed with clubs paused, clearly afraid of 
this tiger before them. One yelped and lunged at Roland. He casually 
sidestepped and knife-handed the man in the throat. ‘The attacker fell to 
the dirt, choking on blood. 

A cheer went up around him. ‘The dream vision pulled back 
revealing a crude natural rock amphitheater, somewhere in the desert with 
several hundred men perched like buzzards on granite boulders watching 
the spectacle. A small, terrified handful of women huddled together on one 
side of the floor. Several guards surrounded them. 

The remaining three attacked as one, Roland surrounded them 
with his fury, and they lay dying at his feet in seconds. 

“These fools defeated themselves,” he shouted to his followers. 
“Unless one can utilize the primordial killing instinct without fear or 
remorse, he is nothing more than a child still crying for his mommy. Send 
in the last one!” 

Several men in fatigues dragged a tall, dirty man with a thick red 
mustache by a chain around his neck and threw him roughly at Roland's 
feet. The man was young, not much more than a youth. He wore the ragged 
remnants of an army uniform. A corporal’s insignia could still be made 
out on his sleeve. One man bent and removed the chain, but before he 
could step back the young corporal gouged him in the eyes with one hand, 
grabbed him behind the head with the other and twisted. A snap echoed 
through the amphitheater. 

One of the guards, enraged by this unexpected killing of his 
comrade, rushed in to club the youth, but the corporal was too quick. The 
guard flailed clumsily through the air and landed in a heap near Rolanda’s 
feet. He struggled vainly to gasp through his crushed windpipe. The other 
guards pulled guns on the man now standing defiantly before them. 

“Stop!” Roland roared. “Leave him.” 

The men reluctantly retreated backwards, their firearms trained on 
the young corporal until they were well outside the amphitheater. 

“That was sweet, my young friend,” Roland said as he stepped over 
the dying guard. “Really sweet. What’s your name?” 

The young man stood proudly and in a loud voice said, “I am 
Corporal Chuck McLeod and, if I can, I will kill you.” 
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Roland smiled. “I'd like that, I really would. Here.” He pulled a 
long hunting knife from its sheath and tossed it. 

Chuck caught it out of the air and settled in a ready stance. 

Roland's eyes widened almost imperceptibly in surprise, then his 
smile broadened. “Let’s see what you've got, boy.” 

Roland gestured and four huge men leapt down from their rocks. 
Corded muscle and sinew rippled under taut flesh. The largest flashed a 
grim smile, pulled his dagger, and lunged. 

Chuck drifted back with his left foot and in one smooth movement 
slashed his attacker's wrist severing arteries and tendons. The dagger 
dropped from senseless fingers. Without stopping, Chuck lowered his weight 
and sent his blade across the exposed throat. ‘The falling dagger struck the 
dirt. Shock blazed in the giant’s eyes. He gurgled, clutching vainly at his 
throat and fell to his knees. 

The other three fighters looked at each other and roared in anger. 

Chuck was a blur of motion. As a club swung at his head, he 
dropped to one knee and plunged his blade beneath the unguarded ribs. 
Before the immense club wielder registered his pierced heart, the young 
corporal rolled in continuous motion and sliced the inner thigh of an 
outstretched kick. Blood spurt from rent arteries and his third assailant 
crumbled, crying like a child. 

The last of his would-be-killers circled him cautiously. Fear and 
hate smoldered in the giant’s eyes as he held a machete in front of him, 
swaying it nervously back and forth. With a shriek, he leaped at the young 
corporal. Chuck stepped back at an angle and kicked the extended arm at 
the elbow. As the arm flew up, he plunged the hunting knife into the man’s 
stomach and stepped forward using his body in motion to disembowel the 
still shrieking man 

‘Just what I thought.” Roland said. “I think I knew your teacher, 
boy. I met him once just after the Bugs came. It was at a drugstore in the 
ruins of West LA. Now, what was his name? Jon, yes, that was it, Jon 
Crowe.” 

Chuck’s eyes widened in surprise. 

‘T left him alone then, because I wasnt sure I could take him. He 
was good and I was without backup. We just stood there facing each other, 
but I could tell he was one tough sonofabitch! Yes. That was before I had 
been,” he paused, ‘properly prepared.” He said the last almost to himself. 
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“So, boy,” he went on. “Where is your teacher? “ 

‘T don’t know,” Chuck responded. He hadn't meant to answer, but 
something about Roland White compelled him. “We were attacked by the 
Martians and became separated. I don't even know if he's still alive.” 

Roland cocked his head to one side, then nodded. “Doesn't matter. 
Now let’s finish this. I haven't had lunch yet, and I still have to give my 
boys a pep talk.” 

The General fainted with a jab, then performed a forward kick. 
Chuck angled back, struck Roland on the inside of the calf, then thrust 
with the long blade slicing Roland across the stomach. Roland had already 
shifted his weight and the knife delivered only a small cut. 

Roland leapt back and smiled again. Chuck stood at ready. 

“Sorry, Chuck McLeod,” Roland said as he wiped blood from the 

‘I'm just fuckin’ witcha.” 
Before he had finished speaking, he was moving faster than Chuck 
could track. Chuck tried to deflect the blows, but Roland was too fast. His 
hands were a blur and before Chuck could break and roll away, his nose 
and three ribs were broken. Chuck coughed up a thick clot of blood and 
wheezed. 

“In the old days, I was always wary around you Taijutsu folks,” 
Roland said as he stretched his neck. “The best of ‘em were down right 
scary. Hell, even the Israeli KAPAP incorporated Taijutsu. Some of the 
best warriors in the world, they were. At least, that is, before the Bugs 
erased them from the face of the Earth. Ah, well...” 

Roland inhaled sharply through his nose. “You're not bad. I 
might have had a tough time with you before...” His eyes unfocused and he 
winced, as if remembering some great pain. “But you're still a pup. Ina 

few years, you could be scary like your teacher. Not that it matters now.” 

Chuck tried to settle into a ready stance, but Roland was on him 
again. Chuck reeled as Roland’s elbow smashed his jaw, and he fell beneath 
a spinning back kick as bright spots of light filled his vision. 

When he tried to rise, Roland kicked the already broken ribs. 
Chuck screamed and vomited blood. He tried to crawl away on his hands 
and knees, but Roland straddled him and grabbed his hair pulling his head 

far back so he could see Roland’s eyes, and there he saw madness. 

Roland bent over him and spoke softly into his ear. “Listen, you 
Jight with heart and skill. Join me. I've got the best doctors this sorry world 
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still has to offer. We'll patch you up. I'll make you one of my lieutenants. 
Join me and I'll show you power such as you’ve never dreamed.” 

Roland's breath was the smell of strong tobacco reminding Chuck 
of his grandfather. He remembered sitting on his grandpa’s lap as a child. 
Sweet pungent smoke tickling his nose from the old man’s pipe, which 
lay smoldering in the nearby tray. How Chuck loved those times when 
grandpa would read him the Sunday funnies. 

Chuck felt himself begin to waver. Roland made sense. What 
did he have to lose? Then, his eyes fell on the surviving women that had 
been under his charge and he remembered what Roland had done. He 
remembered the viciousness with which his group had been brutalized, 
how, while he was chained and forced to watch in horror and shame, this 
monster and his ‘lieutenants had raped the women, as well as some of the 
younger men. 

‘Fuck you,” he spat though his torn lips spewing great drops of 
blood. “Go to hell.” 

Roland didn't say anything. He sat back, pulled Chuck with him, 
and embraced him from behind. His hand found the fallen knife and as he 
held Chuck against his breast, he kissed him on the cheek and held his lips 
there while he thrust the knife up under Chuck's ribs and into his heart. He 
sat holding the dying youth for many minutes then gently lay him down. 
The women began to wail. 

Standing, Roland shouted to his followers: “This boy had strength 
such as I haven't seen among any of you! If I had ten divisions of men like 
him I'd take this world back from the Bugs!” 

He turned and one of his followers handed him a towel. He took 
it and dabbed at the blood covering his hands and chest as he walked to the 
center of the amphitheater. Another follower handed him his shirt. He 
donned it and stood silently before his people for a long time. 

“Will, my friends, that’s what separates us from the cattle. Will.” 
he said quietly allowing the natural structure to carry his words. His blue 
eyes blazed with cold frre. 

“The Bugs know it. ‘This boy knew it. 

“The invasion demonstrated to us all the futility of religion, ethics 
and morals. Where is God in his heaven? Where is Buddha beneath his 
tree? Mohammad’s mountain is slag and the Pope’s Rome is cinders. 
There is no higher power watching out for us. No heavenly daddy to wipe 
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our collective ass. We have to grow up now. We have to stop being poor 
babies and be Men!” 

The troops cheered. 

“Only a man with the heart of a warrior has the Wi ill to dominate 
in this world. Only a warrior takes responsibility for his destiny. We create 
our own ethics and our own morals. We revel in our own authority! 

“This boy died in my arms as a warrior. He was victorious this day 
and I...I am the loser.” He looked over at Chuck’s fallen form and saluted. 
“Did any of you see it? Were any of you able to see his power? No. None 
of you did. None of you saw his glory.” He shouted with contempt. 

The crowd murmured. ‘This sudden chastisement had been 
unexpected. 

“But don't despair! Take heart and be proud!” Roland smiled. He 
had shown them a weakness in their minds and hearts and now he had to 
lift them up again. 

“You've survived and not only that, you've conquered! 

“The man of Will takes what he wants and knows that his personal 
power will see him through. I would not have allowed a single one of you 
to follow me if I didn’t see the potential for greatness in each and every 
one of you. Take heart!” He surveyed his people. ‘They were looking on 
him with fear and admiration. He smiled again and lowered his voice 
conversationally and said: 

“However, the warrior knows when to use stealth as well. If an 
unmovable obstacle prevents him from reaching his goal, he finds ways 
around it. He never gives up. Only the weak and victimized give up. 

“The Martians are such an obstacle. Only our daring and wits 
have brought us this far, but I've seen a way that will make us rulers of 
our own lands. 

“Before the Bugs came, there were only two kinds of men in the 
world: those that have the instincts and Will of a warrior and those that do 
not. ‘The warrior loves the battle. He fights for his life, both defending and 
conquering. The others cry for peace, civil rights, and freedom to indulge in 
childish pleasures. What they're really crying for is to live without any need 
to struggle. They're willing to do anything, give up anything, compromise 
anything, to avoid having to put themselves on the line. 

“They fiee the fight and lick the boots of Death. The warrior, 


however, spits Death in the eye. The weak submit, obey and acquiesce 
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to anyone who will offer protection and guidance. The warrior uses such 
people as he would a beast of burden. We'll rule an empire using the labor 
of these animals. Is that not what the Bugs have demonstrated? 

“Now, as you know, any successful kingdom must have some kind 
of export product in order to prosper. Our Martian neighbors require only 
one thing from us: blood. We'll secure our kingdom with the steady offering 
of food for our Martian neighbors in exchange for our autonomy.” 

Murmurs arose from the pack. 

“Don't fear and don’t doubt! The Martians are the ultimate 
pragmatists! Why waste resources hunting for food when a simpler source 
is available. We'll provide a steady flow of food for them. 

“Listen,” he said. “I’ve already made the deal. Haven't I taught 
you that Will sees the warrior through to his goal? 

“Without Will, we're food, big chickens in a coop...well fed, well 
cared for and in the end...eaten.” 

Roland paused and regarded his people. 

“It is Will that makes us Men! We'll give the chickens to the Bugs 
and be free!” 

The people cheered. 

Jon! Hurry! They're all around us!” a girl’s voice cried. 


Time folded and unfolded before my mind in a dizzying, 
psychedelic swirl. 

A sweet, familiar fragrance scented the air and, to my 
great surprise, the unfolding of Time had left me standing before 
a blooming lilac bush; a sentinel of a bygone age tended by loving 
hands of a long dead gardener. The sweet aroma shot into my heart 
like a flaming arrow. 

The scent of the lilac had been Nora’s favorite. Once in the 
early days of our courtship we had picnicked beneath the shade of 
a lilac bush, the perfume of the flower mingled lustfully with the 
perfume of her hair. We had watched the full moon rise and listened 
to the evening song of crickets. 

My god, how I miss her! 

My grief for her had been, for a while, lost in the great sea of 
human grief. And now this bush and its accursed perfume! Undiluted 
pain and terrible longing smote my heart. How I miss her! 
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For one, almost invincible moment, I turned my mind west 
where the body of Nora lay burned and buried beneath the ruins of 
our home. For that one moment, I wanted more than my next breath 
to sit by her grave and lose myself in timeless memory, until my body 
joined hers beneath the dust. 

No! The past lay barren behind and cannot be retread. 
Though Time was an open book, not one word could be rewritten. 
The attempt would yield only despair and madness. Nora would not 
want that for me. Her memory echoed in the present and vibrated 
along every infinite strand of Time. 

One strand, in particular, gleamed brightly. I knew what I 
had to do, though I would be lost to this world. I hoped that her 
memory and her love would join me in Infinity and perhaps that 
would be enough. 


For a long time I hovered between wakefulness and dreams, 
until the Martian re-entered the chamber. I pushed against the 
restraints of my mind and, after a moment’s vertigo, found myself 
again looking out of the Martian’s eyes. 

I had no delusions of being able to control the great mind of 
my host and yet, what if 1 gave a tiny suggestion? 

We gazed at my floating body for a moment, then the Martian 
turned and left the chamber. 

Presently, we approached the machine growing fields and 
quickly found what I was looking for: a small, newly formed tri-ped 
stood waiting. Its inorganic mind virgin. It stood nearly twelve feet 
tall, with one large lambent black optical lens on its face and two 
smaller lenses on either side. From these curved its brazen shell, 
covering its narrow, six foot long body. Beneath its forward eye, 
protruded the egg-shaped laser, its flexible arm retracted within the 
tri-ped’s nose. 

We walked over to it and, using the Martian’s telepathic 
organ, I jumped into the tri-ped. 

A moment of dizzying vertigo caused my mind to falter as 
information flooded my awareness. I was joined with the vast net of 
consciousness that was the Martian citadel. I was aware of even the 
smallest doing of the smallest machine. I was myself floating serenely 
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in the pod, and I was the Martian watching the newly awakened 
tri-ped. 

Nearly two hundred living Martians and countless synthetic 
brains burned into my mind and I realized that the Martians were, 
indeed, aware of my presence. 

I was an experiment and their insatiable curiosity watched 
me keenly. 

My consciousness fluctuated haphazardly, between the 
singularity of my identity and the multiplicity of the Martian mind. 
I screamed silently, as my psyche was smeared across the collected 
organic and inorganic minds. I experienced simultaneously the 
kaleidoscopic perceptions of countless individuals and each sensation 
was interpreted in the light of the multiplicity. 

For one terrible instant, I was certain I would be lost. Then, 
I remembered the years of training. With unbending determination 
and great effort, I reached deep within and found my center. Out of it 
flowed a fountain of pristine clarity, piercing the myriad perceptions. 
I was myself again. 

I attempted to move in my new body. My mind at first 
resisted the alien anatomy, but as I had already moved this way over 
the past weeks unknowingly, I soon found my footing. 

With each step, the union of my mind and the machine’s 
became increasingly seamless. With a mental gesture, several steel 
tentacles extended, and I wriggled them as I would my own fingers. 
I felt a surge of power such as I had never before imagined. This body 
with its shielding and weaponry was nearly indestructible. For a brief 
moment, I considered turning the laser on the Martian before me, 
but the multiplicity informed me that I would never have been given 
access to such power if it could be used against them. 

I knew they would simply shut me off and I would then fail 
my friends. 

With another nearly unconscious gesture, 1 engaged the 
repulsor field and curled the legs beneath my body. 

The ecstatic feeling of weightlessness thrilled me as I hovered 
in place. Through the optical lens of the machine, I watched the 
Martian walk away on its tri-ped mount. My mind initiated its intent 


and I left the chamber. I did not look back. 


232 lefferson VA Weekley 


Like before, just after the initial invasion, 1 was now the 
ancient being: the feral animal whose awareness encompassed billions 
of years. Yet, this time was different. Instead of being buried, my 
self-awareness remained intact. It was a tiny mass of foam floating 
on the surface of an immense sea, but it was there and I could touch 
it when I wanted. I was still Jonathan Crowe. 

A guard drone was before the passageway, but stood down as 
I approached. I visualized the outside world and my mind combined 
the proper sequence of brain waves delivering my intent to the sentient 
machine. It responded with a combination of flashes and color, and 
the route to the exit appeared in my mind. 

I entered the great central chamber of the citadel and floated 
up to a landing a dozen levels above. Finding the proper tunnel, I 
came at last to a large sphincter that I knew to be the gateway. As 
I approached, great bunches of copper fibers that served as artificial 
muscles drew the orifice open. I passed out of the citadel and into 
the world beyond. 


Lhapter Twenty Two 


The Wasteland 


Outside, I passed over concentric circles of smelting factories radiating 
out from the citadel. Here, metals were prepared for the growing 
fields. A myriad of machines busied themselves with various tasks. 
I floated through their midst without harassment. Two or three 
machines stopped and watched my progress for a few moments, then 
returned to the job at hand. 

Further on, lay the abandoned pens where Carlos had first met 
Yolanda and Ginny awaiting an almost certain doom. A deafening 
cacophony of bird calls assailed my audio receptors. Just beyond the 
silent pens, I found hills of bones and decaying corpses. The rich 
stench of rotting flesh emanating from the immense towering piles 
of human remains drew ravenous flocks of carrion birds. 

I topped a ridge and beheld the wasteland of Los Angeles. 
The optical sensors gave me nearly a 360 degree view. Although I 
knew what I would find, the sight of the blasted and burned city 
stirred me profoundly. Great fissures yawned where the fused, 
distorted earth had cooled and cracked. The landscape conjured the 
image of black glass that had melted, rippled outward, fallen in back 
on itself and then froze. 
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Spikes of dark, fused rock thrust for heaven like lost souls 
praying for salvation, too late. Steel and concrete that had once 
framed the great towers of downtown lay like so many melted candles 
on a forgotten alter. 

I knew that this was but one small taste of what the Martian 
weapons had wrought from orbit, that December night so long ago. 
The great lasers of the orbiting ships had blasted every major city that 
had not been targeted by the hail of meteors. 

When the Martians attacked, the world had still been reeling 
in horrified shock at the nuclear holocaust in the Middle East. ‘The 
Martians, perhaps, seeing the power unleashed there had responded 
by bombarding the entire region until nothing but slag remained. 

Jesus’ desert of temptation was a wilderness of blackened, 
fused glass. Mount Sinai, where Moses beheld the face of his God 
and wrote the tablets of the Law, was a sterile pile of rubble. Not even 
a goat lingered to disturb a pebble. The gutted ruins of Mohammad’s 
Mecca, once a stunning jewel inspiring so many pilgrims, was now 
home for the ghosts of a dead dream. A gaping hole was all that 
remained of the Temple Mount where Jews and Christians alike had 
dreamed of a Temple rebuilt. Now this dream, like all of Mankind’s 
dreams, was only a hollow, silent echo whispering through the hills 
of Time. 


Clouds of insects covered stagnant pools of unclean water and 
I could imagine the stench of charred earth clinging to the ground. 

I could see the shades of thousands of people going about 
their pointless errands. I could hear the echo of horns, helicopters 
and delivery trucks, smell the exhaust of a thousand cars vying for 
that choice position in traffic that would get them to work two 
minutes sooner, and I could feel the rumble of ten thousand feet 
carrying their owners to some meaningless end. 

I could hear the whispers of children playing, of couples 
loving, of businessmen arguing, of the voices of a multitude all 
striving to be heard over the chaos. Each voice now lost to a dead 
history; all of it a part of a world forever gone. I now know that one 
cannot walk backward over the landscape of Time. The world had 
moved on without them and the ghosts of the countless cried out as 
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one. The weight of the ancestors bore down upon me and I trembled 
with mourning. 

I skirted the southern border of the wasteland and I was soon 
beyond the desolate city. Plants began to crop up and the air was a 
little clearer. The many aftershocks had cut deep fissures into the 
earth, now filled with brown water. Strange leather winged creatures 
hunted for fish that darted in and out of cracks and holes beneath 
the dark pools. 

My intention directed me through a vast alien wilderness. 
Red growth covered most of the houses and buildings that remained. 
Forests of alien plants veiled enormous areas. Animals, some 
indigenous to Mars and others weird hybrids of earthly and Martian 
genes, prowled, filling the night with strange calls and eerie unearthly 
wails. The yips and cries of a distant pack of coyotes seemed oddly 
out of place. 

I encountered no humans, nearly all of them within the 
Martian territory had long ago been hunted, murdered or had escaped 
to the outlands. 

In the back of my mind, three eyes shone out of a ball of ultra- 
violet light, watching. The alien awareness cared not for the plight of 
my friends. It recognized, however, the irresistible urge to survive, 
which extended beyond the need of the individual and encompassed 
all genetic kin. 

The Martian awareness also knew the battle that I faced 
would hasten the ancient thing in me beyond the meager control of 
my ego and a critical mass would be obtained. All of the temporal 
threads would fade away, within my mind the portal would open, 
and I would vanish. 

I knew that if I diverted from this path, avoiding the battle, 
the thing in me could be controlled and possibly go dormant and I 
could live. Yet, I would abandon my friends to certain death and 
betray the memory of my wife. ‘The Martian awareness echoed the 
vision’s words: “no choice.” 

By saving my friends, I would lose this world. I would lose 
myself. Beyond the portal, Life as we know it cannot exit. Will my 
awareness retain the memory of my life and my love beyond the barrier of 
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sea? 

Now, all the different strands of Time converged into one 
thread and I found myself living an apocalyptic dream in which 
every moment was a déja vu. Nevertheless, I could not see beyond 
the barrier. 

Again, the nearly overwhelming sense of sadness welled up 
in me. This cry of despair was at the heart of Life: a pervasive 
condition of the Universe itself. I wondered if the Martians had felt 
this. Touching the alien presence in my mind 1 knew: Yes, they sense 
it, but not as sadness. 

The Martians did perceive this universal condition. The deep 
understanding of the utter futility of existence, instead of crushing 
them into despair, fueled them and gave them impetus. 

I experienced it as sadness, not because it was sadness, but 
because, despite what had been done to me, I was still a product of the 
evolutionary processes of this Earth. I was still a man and sadness 
was the closest sensation my mind could approximate. 

Existence itself cried with the voice of Life saying: “I AM.” 
This cry was all that mattered. 

I accelerated and the landscape distorted and slipped around 
me. ‘The wasteland of Los Angeles lay thirty miles behind in a matter 
of seconds. 


Chapter Twenty Three 


The Final Battle 


I passed south of Ontario. Cars and other vehicles slowly being 
reduced to scrap by rust littered the way. Small furry animals darted 
into the shadows and peered out with curious eyes at my passing. 
Martian flora and desert debris were slowly obliterating the road in 
places. The soft ocher colored moss spread in all directions covering 
the desert floor. 

About six miles outside Ontario, I spotted a trio of Martian 
fliers. Detecting me, they veered from their course and moved to 
intercept. I stopped my flight, touched down, and stood waiting for 
them. 

One dropped low and hovered just a few feet above me. I felt 
a wave of energy pass through me. Having completed its scan, the 
sentient machine regarded me for a few moments longer then it lifted 
up, joined the other two and all three sped away. 

The overcast sky began to darken and a cold breeze buffeted 
me. Night falls quickly in the desert. I was surprised that the tri-ped 
could perceive the cold. With a thought, my legs curled up again and 
the desert blurred as I accelerated at an astonishing speed. 

The 62 freeway leading to Joshua Tree National Monument fell 
behind me. It was near there that I had witnessed Chuck McLeod’s 
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death in my vision. I wondered how Roland White could maintain 
such a large group of people so near the Martian territory. I knew he 
was lying to his men about his deal. The Martians no longer needed 
a supply of humans. 

Forty miles west of Blythe, I was nearing the area where my 
vision had placed my friends. Tendrils of smoke rose from behind 
some hills, perhaps ten miles further. A/most there. When I was 
about three miles from the smoke’s origin I paused. 

My vision and the world were perfectly aligned. My part in 
the drama was plain before me. Now action was all that mattered. 
Every movement was fixed in Eternity. 

As with the past, the future too, cannot be rewritten. 

My thinking ceased, when the feral beast, that most ancient 
consciousness, enormous, silent, splendorous, and terrible, took over 
and I unsheathed my weapon. 

A thin coil of steel unloosed from beneath my eyes. At its 
end, the laser pulsed. 

Purple thunderheads were gathering as if the hosts of heaven 
were circling to watch the battle. Electric-white snarls of lightning 
danced from cloud to cloud and the rumble of thunder rolled through 
the sky and shook the earth. A drop of cold rain splattered on my 
carapace. 

Over the ridge, I could see the house. It was a medium- 
sized ranch nestled against a trailing spur of a nearby mountain, 
and therefore protected from a rear attack. A thin tendril of smoke 
drifted with the chilled breeze from the chimney. 

About thirty vehicles were lined up as barricades and one 
hundred and fifty men were camped behind them. Smoke from 
dozens of campfires danced in the gathering wind. 

Several hastily erected crosses stood grimly along the barricade 
and the bodies of still living soldiers and refugees writhed in agony on 
their nails. Between the barricade and the house, lay a couple dozen 
bodies of fallen aggressors. The soldiers defending the refugees were 
excellent shots. Sergeant Wilson had seen to that. 

Some of the aggressors were crouched behind a few trucks 
taking pot shots at the house. ‘This was to keep the defenders on edge 
and in a state of perpetual stress. I could almost hear Roland’s voice 
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advising his officers: “Drain their adrenals. That’s the ticket. When 
they begin to crash and burn, they'll start making mistakes”. 

Roland’s army was laying siege. I could see that he possessed 
the firepower, (several hand held rocket launchers, three heavily 
gunned assault vehicles and dozens of automatic rifles and hand 
guns), to reduce the house to a smoldering pile of rubble, but he held 
back. He wanted them alive. He wanted prisoners for slaves, and 
for his ghastly deal he believed would entice the Martians. He also 
wanted their weapons and supplies. Furthermore, he wanted women 
to quench his savage lust. 

I wondered how many of the seventy still lived. I knew that 
none survived, save the few ill-fated women, from Chuck’s group, but 
what of the others? My inner vision could easily perceive my friends, 
but the rest were hazy shadows requiring more concentration. 

A large military tent aglow with the flickering light of a 
kerosene lantern topped a hill overlooking the rows of vehicles and 
the gunmen. ‘General’ Roland’s command post. 

Another blazing flash of lighting followed by an earsplitting 
crack of thunder exploded overhead. Rain began to fall. 

I casually glided up behind the nearest group of men and set 
down. They were sitting around a fire, eating bread and cussing the 
storm. A dirty, bearded, gangly man turned to pick up a jacket to 
cover his head and saw me. 

Suddenly, he began to emit a sickly green color. The thread of 
his life-story condensed into an auric sphere. Spirals of light uncoiled 
before my amazed sensors and everything this man was, is and ever 
could be, unfolded and played instantaneously like a holographic 
film. I saw him raping a young girl, cutting the throat of an old 
man, and gutting a friend while he slept. On and on the crimes of 
this man unraveled for my mind to perceive. All of the men were 
glowing, enveloped in the same pale green aura. Their stories laid 
bare. All of them had committed similar outrages. All of them had 
been handpicked by Roland. These men gloried in the humiliation 
of others. They drew perverted pleasure from murder, thievery and 
rape. 

Rage ignited in my heart, the ancient thing in me took over 
completely, and Time slowed to a crawl. It seemed to take nearly a 
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minute for the man’s next blink. By the time he blinked again, all 
five of his companions were burning flesh at his feet. Whipping the 
tentacle out, I punched him with the laser generator, and his face 
caved in with a wet crunch. He flew away in stuttering slow motion 
trailing a beaded string of blood. I moved out of sight before the first 
drop touched the ground. 

Seven others ran up and, with the tiniest nudge of my thought 
I became the whirlwind. Crushing the windpipe of the nearest man 
with the edge of one tentacle, I moved faster than eyes could follow. 
My laser cut through them. They were unmoving from my point of 
view and I mowed them down like wheat. 

Guns were now firing, but how can a bullet stop the wind? 

Barely conscious of leaving fifty corpses behind me, I slowed 
down and trotted lightly toward the barricade. Three men ran from 
me and I slew them like ants. I aimed and two trucks parked side 
to side exploded, sending several more men flailing through the air 
like broken toys. 

A renewed volley of gunfire erupted from the house. The 
soldiers realized that succor had arrived. Five more assailants fell 
beneath the hail of bullets. I fired another blast and two more trucks 
upended and burst into flames. The rain was now coming down in 
a torrent. 

Shouts and gunfire arose all around me as confusion and fear 
gripped Roland’s men. A strobe of lightning and weapon’s discharge 
flashed. I swung my weapon around. Four heads spun through the 
drenched air. Uncomprehending eyes, not understanding that they 
were already dead, asked silently, “what happened?” before striking 
the ground with a wet thud. 

A man leapt from behind a jeep and opened fire. Time 
stopped again. Raindrops froze in the air as dozen of bullets crawled 
toward me, trailing a vortex of air behind them. Without thinking, 
the singularity shield sprang to life and the bullets vanished. I lifted 
up above the next volley and brought the laser to bear. His arm went 
sailing, dead fingers still pulling the trigger sending a spray of bullets 
into the midst of an oncoming rush of shouting men. Two screamed 
in horrific pain as bullets tore through their organs. 
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Blood lust consumed me and I keened with animal delight. 
The amplified howl issued forth siren-like from the tri-ped and rent 
the night. I sailed toward another group and splattered the laser in 
their midst. Heads, arms and entrails sprayed the ground. My dance 
was not yet over. 

I was the angel of the Apocalypse, gathering the harvest for 
the wine press of God’s wrath. I was three-eyed Shiva and around 
my neck hung the skulls of the wicked. I was grim Kali the devourer, 
and my bloody dance the end of Time. 

‘Then in the midst of my exultation, I was suddenly, impossibly 
hurled out of the tri-ped and into a nightmare. 

I stood upon the battlefield, tachi in hand, the downpour 
drenching me. How can this be? I knew that my physical body still 
floated in its green pod. I knew that I could not be standing here 
with a sword that only existed in my imagination. But how could I 
deny the witness of my senses? 

A shadow shifted behind me and I turned toward the 
movement. A white ball of light went off in my skull as I reeled 
from a blow to the side of my head. I stumbled, dropped and rolled 
away from this new assailant. Springing to my feet, my eyes clearing, 
I heard Roland’s mirthless laugh. 

“Didn't see that coming did ya?” He laughed again and raised 
his automatic pistol. 

I held the ¢achi vertically before me. His finger was a blur, 
but the bullets could only fly so fast. With tiny movements, I swatted 
each slug of metal away. I angled the blade slightly and sent several 
back at him. One grazed his shoulder. 

“You sonofabitch! That hurt!” He smiled his wide, yellow 
grin. “First blood goes to you, my friend. 

“Man-o-man, but it feels good to fight a real warrior.” His 
hand blurred and the gun pointed at my face. He pulled the trigger, 
but nothing happened. “It’s overheated.” He laughed. “I’m too fast 
for it.” 

Roland tossed the useless weapon away and, with a sudden 
motion, two long hunting knives appeared in his hands. 

“Surprised ain't cha?” he said reading my face. “Our mutual 
friends did some modifications on me too. It hurt like hell, but they 
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jacked my brain pretty good. Tell ya a secret, though. Being able 


to kill anyone I run across without raisin’ a sweat gets pretty damn 
boring after awhile.” He lunged and I rolled, my blade slashing him 
across the thigh. 

“Dammit!” Roland cried. Then his psychotic smile returned. 
“You've cost me a lot today, friend. You know how long it took to find 
men in this world. Real men, y’know. Not those simpering vermin 
that scurry and hide. 

“Fuck! We should be fightin’ together side by side. We're 
two warriors in a world of chickens. We'd take what we want. Kill 
any that stand in our way. 

“The fuckin’ chickens would be falling over themselves to 
serve us. We'd be kings! We'd raise a great army, such as this pitiful 
world has never seen. We'd reclaim this planet and send the Bugs 
screaming back to Mars. I can see it. I can see it! Can’t you?” 

“The only thing I see is a coward.” 

He laughed and charged again. I sidestepped and brought the 
sword up, but he deflected it giving me a shallow slice along my left 
forearm with his second blade. Moving with the blow, I delivered a 
kick to the side of his knee and he dropped to the ground and rolled 
clear. 

Roland recovered, leapt, and with a blinding crescent kick, 
the zachi flew from my hand and struck blade first into the mud 
several yards away. His strength was appalling. Roland continued 
his attack, stabbing with the knife in his right hand. I exhaled, then 
turned my hips almost imperceptibly and his blade passed harmlessly. 
As he pulled back, I caught his wrist and stepped back away from the 
follow-up thrust with his left hand. His wrist twisted painfully, but 
before it broke, he followed the momentum and rolled clear. 

“It’s a chess match, my friend,” Roland panted. “Each move 
creates the next move. The winner is the one who knows more 
moves, eh?” 

I took a deep breath. “How did you bring me here? In fact, 
where in hell are we?” 

He laughed and pointed to his head. “I got one of those 
thingies in my head too. Where are we? Man, I don’t really know. 
Some kinda alternate reality I guess. Has something to do with 


Rep EARTH 243 





Time, or maybe some kinda virtual space. Shit, man does it really 
matter? 

“But, dammit, I gotta hand it to you; who’da thought you’d 
show up in one of the Bug’s machines? That was a pretty good move. 
I knew I couldn’t beat you there, so I brought you here.” 

Without warning, Roland lunged again throwing a volley of 
lightning fast jabs at my face and chest. I faded back into the classic 
ichimonyi no kamae and flowed like water with each stab. I struck his 
exposed wrists, until he began to falter then I crashed like a wave into 
his throat with the edge of my hand. As he stumbled and choked, I 
cart- wheeled away and retrieved my sword. 

He crouched wheezing. 

“You rely too much on your muscles, Roland,” I taunted. 

He jumped lightly to his feet and laughed again. “Jon Crowe! 
I knew it’d come down to you and me! When I first saw you, I knew 
it'd be like this. We're the only warriors left in this sorry ass world. 
‘The Bugs know it. That’s why they set us up.” 

“You're no warrior,” I said. “A warrior acts from his wisdom 
not his fear. Fear makes you want to dominate others. Fear makes 
you rape women and children whom you should be protecting. Fear 
makes you sell out your species to the invaders. I spit on your empty 
boasts and foolish posturing.” 

Roland was still laughing. “Still the teacher, eh? Still 
preaching the Way? I bet you spent your free time arranging flowers 
and pouring tea. Christ! How I hate all of you holier-than-thou 
sonsabitches.” With that, he hurled one of the knives at my face and 
lunged. 

The sailing blade was easily dodged, but his second knife 
stabbed through the meat of my right side. I slammed my elbow into 
the side of his face, then jerked away wrenching the knife from his 
grasp. Pulling the knife out of my side, I tossed it away. 

Roland had disappeared in the black rain. I whirled and 
slipped in a puddle and he was on me. I fell back beneath the ferocity 
of his attack. Blow after blow pounded against my face and stomach, 
with only the slickness of the water and my /aijutsu keeping them 
from causing any real damage. 


244 Jefferson R. Weekley 


My grip was faltering on my ¢achi and Roland, sensing his 
advantage, renewed his effort. Striking and grinning like a lunatic. 

I slipped again and fell, but had the presence to roll with it. 
Roland was caught off balance, his momentum carried him over me 
and he crashed into the side of a jeep. 

Using the moment to regroup, I relaxed into myself and 
breathed. I was drenched and gulped for air painfully. Then, I felt 
a calmness settle over me. I breathed again deep into my stomach, 
and a great wind flowed into me, then flowed through my feet into 
the Earth. A brilliant, emerald green light shown at my feet. A 
current rose up and illuminated my body until I was brimming with 
the essence of the Earth herself. 

The cool breeze of silence blew through my heart. I was the 
embodiment of fudoshin, the immovable heart, the core of my martial 
tradition. I was the embodiment of Art itself. 

I said, “Roland, you have never understood what it meant to 
be a warrior. The warrior uses Art to balance the terror and beauty 
of existence. Art is at the core of Life’s yearning for transcendence. 
Art is the blossoming of Love itself.” 

Enveloped by jagged red electricity, Roland howled with rage. 
I dropped into the deep emerald sea of silence and my body became 
a cloud. 

He roared and lunged again, but now his movements were 
slow. ‘The ¢achi came up, almost as if by its own will, and dropped, 
slicing Roland White from left shoulder to right hip. Brilliant drops 
of red blood covered his pale, grinning face. His blue eyes blazed 
out of scarlet pools and bore into mine, holding me for an everlasting 
moment before dulling and becoming empty as glass. 

The man who would be emperor of a world, fell face forward 
into a puddle of mud. Rain mingled with his gushing life’s blood 
and the jagged aura vanished. 

I stood and watched him for a long while. The Martians 
had set him loose on the world. Did they consider him a failed 
experiment, or were they monitoring him, studying what would 
happen when we faced each other? 
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I felt for the alien presence. Yes, they are watching. That’s why 
he could act so freely, not because of his imagined deal, but because 
he was simply a test subject; another footnote in their studies. 

The feral awareness in me slowed and the world returned to 
normal. Then exhaustion ripped through my body and I dropped to 
my knees. 


My mind fell away into a great darkness. The cries of billions 
of voices rolled out of the storm. A vision of gray flesh rotted all 
around me. 

I knelt in the midst of every battlefield in human history. I 
gasped in horror as the living memory of endless hatred, cruelty, and 
the vicious slaughter of countless innocents exploded in my mind. 

Women and children drenched in blood filed before me. Empty 
eyes, severed limbs, torn genitals, despair beyond comprehension. 
The swords of a million marauders sliced through the thin cords 
of lives with savage fierceness. I beheld endless battles, mindless 
slaughter, as if men were driven by an unquenchable desire to snuff 
out all Life. As if living were a pain so acute that cruelty and death 
were the only release. 

A shattered skull recoiled from the blast of a pistol. 

A severed head sent a spiral of blood above the executioners 
axe. 

A rusty nail pierced flesh and wood, while the masses 
screamed in hatred and delight. 

A girl ran naked her flesh burning, her body covered in 
napalm. 

A Buddhist nun raped by boys in uniform. 

A child forced to shoot his mother. Demonic laughter rose 
into the burning sky. 

A boy’s father is incinerated before his very eyes. Blasted by 
a suicidal bomber in the name of God. ‘The child screams in agony; 
his cries echoing in the night. No consolation. No succor. 

A flash and a poisonous cloud mushroomed into the sky and 
tens of thousands perish in an instant. Flesh melted from bone. Bone 
turned to ash. 
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The cries of billions silenced in one night and the Martians 
descended from the burnt sky. 

Lightning flashed and I screamed into the thunder. The wails 
of a billion tortured souls tore through my throat. I slumped to my 
side and wept. 

Through the blur of tears, I perceived a small red light near 
my hand. Ina pile of excrement and clotted blood lay a single rose 
petal, so red as to be the very apotheosis of red. I reached for it and 
freed it from the filth. A light shivered along its edge spilling out 
and kindling me with the secret fire of Life itself. I knew that love 
was not only possible in the midst of the horror of living, it was 
necessary. 

A hand touched my face and Nora knelt before me, beaming. 
Love flowed from her like a cool mountain spring. Behind her stood 
a multitude of men, women, and children in numbers uncounted. 
All of them had carried the spark of life and love from generation to 
generation across the great oceans of Time. In spite of the horror, in 
spite of the futility, they had carried it like a tiny candle shielded in 
frail hands from the hungry whirlwind. 

Love’s cool fire grew in me and a sound filled my ears, a 
song, in which the love and the horror became a tiny part of a great 
theme. ‘The discordant notes of hate arose violently trying to drown 
out the sweet melody of love, but instead, twined with it and created 
a greater music; a music whose startling and joyful beauty came from 
a deep and mournful sorrow. Then another song arose; an alien music 
coming from the thought of the Martian. Stunning and awesome 
in its complexity, this theme was sterile, bereft of all passion. It 
too, became entwined in the turbulent and bittersweet song of Life, 
weaving the three into a rich transcendent harmony. 

I pushed myself painfully up out of the mud and stood with 
my arms outstretched to heaven. I rejoiced in the glory that filled 
my heart. I could hear the roar of the storm and feel the blessed, 
cleansing baptism of the rain as it washed away the death that clung 
to me. I looked with heightened senses and beheld, just over that 
little temporal hill before me, the portal. In truth, my mind itself 
was the portal. 

Nevertheless, for this moment I rejoice silently in the rain. 
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Time had collapsed into a single point and I beheld myself 
as a luminous ball of multi-colored plasma. Within the manifold 
patterns of color and light, I saw my life in its entirety: my birth, life 
and death, all of my lives existing in the innumerable lines etched in 
the body of Time. All were revealed as a single hyper-dimensional 
entity. . 

I remembered the words of an old philosopher saying, ‘Time 
is Eternity’s way of keeping everything from happening at once’. 

Now/here all things happened at once. I was the apocalyptic 
moment and I smiled with joy so deep and profound, that I laughed 
with abandon. | 

With a nudge of thought I gazed from this Now, into an 
alternate Now and saw my friends. They were safe. The Martian 
tri-ped, still imprinted with my mind, surveyed the battlefield for a 
moment, then turned and headed with a rolling gallop back towards 
the Citadel. 

Soon, Corporal McKenna’s men would arrive. My friends 
were safe and I was happy. 

“The myriad paths of Time are fixed and unalterable.” I said 
to the sky. “Yet something chooses the path. Something says ‘this 
thread and now this one’. Freewill co-exits with Fate. But what is 
it that exercises freewill>” 

I stripped out of my still wet clothes and began walking 
through the red desert. Somewhere beyond the scattering storm 
clouds, the Martian mind marked my progress. 

As I walked, my hands rose up seemingly of their own volition 
and began moving slowly back and forth tracing the horizon. I did 
this until a lavender light appeared above a small, familiar hilltop. 
A pomegranate-red dot emerged out of the light and blossomed, 
revealing a swirling portal. Love and affection welled up in my 
breast and Nora stepped out of my memory, smiled, and took my 
hand. 

Without looking back, I walked through. 


The Martian regarded the lifeless body in the pod. With a 


mental gesture, hidden pumps drained the blood from the corpse. 
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The pod emptied and the body was taken by machines to be dissected 
and studied. 


Epilogue 





Red Earth 


Several months later, as the air was becoming increasingly toxic 
Carlos Aguilar made one final journey to Quartzsite with the hope 
that Jon might show up. He waited two weeks and, at last, gave 
up. 

On his way back to the arcology, he spent one last night on 
the surface of Red Earth. He knew that soon even the filtration mask 
and goggles would not protect him. 

In the end humanity faced exile, just as the Martians had on 
their home planet, beneath the ground. 

He sat on the top of an Arizonan hill beneath a dead oak 
tree overlooking a once green valley now choked with red Martian 
flora. His attention was on a brown oak leaf wedged between the 
fleshy branches of a Martian plant. ‘The leaf fluttered in the breeze 
whimpering like a dying animal. 

Taking a deep breath, he gazed out over the red landscape. 
The late afternoon’s sun turned the canopy of cloud a golden hue. 
Scattered beams of light burst through and the distant desert blazed 
with a scarlet radiance. 

He listened and heard the dirge of Gaia, that ancient goddess 
of Nature, in the sound of dry dead leaves as they trembled in the 
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breeze and fell gently to the crimson earth. A shudder moved through 
him and escaped his lips as a silent cry and he wept with Her. 


When Roland’s men had them pinned down, Carlos was sure 
they were done for. For four days, they had fought. ‘Then, during the 
night of the storm, the tri-ped had arrived and, beyond all hope and 
reason, attacked from the rear. Roland’s men were routed. Roland 
was found dead in his tent. Not a mark was on him. 

Carlos, Marcus, Yolanda and Ginny watched the tri-ped 
standing on the hill above them. It extended a single tentacle and 
made a gesture that almost had the appearance of a wave. ‘Then, the 
Martian machine abruptly turned and loped away. An hour later, 
Corporal McKenna arrived with his group and there was a joyous 
reunion. 

‘They journeyed to the rendezvous at Quartzsite and waited 
for Chuck’s party and, of course, Jon and Dr. Porter. After a month, 
hope had faded and reluctantly they had set out for the arcology. 

“It’s okay,” Ginny had said, “After Jon killed that bad man, 
he told me to tell you good-bye.” 


Carlos shook his head of the memory and gathered dry leaves 
and sticks and prepared a fire. Night on Red Earth was cold. 

After eating, Carlos nodded and slept. And sleeping he 
dreamed: : 

The boy sat with his back to the tree. On the other side of 
the fire Jon sat smoking an old wooden pipe. The sweet aroma of 
tobacco tickled the boy’s nose. 

Exhaling a cloud of smoke Jon said, “Let me tell you a story. 
This story is one of horrifying tragedy and fleeting triumph. It begins 
as it ends, with a dream...” 


And Carlos dreamed: 


The man walked through the red desert, crimson foliage 
swayed heavily with the wind; the ghost of a beautiful red-haired 
woman seemed to shimmer at his side. A Martian walker stood 
before him. The man could sense the living Martian brain within. 
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They stood facing each other. The howling wind intensified 
around them. 

The man regarded the Martian brain housed in its prosthetic 
body. The Martian was the terminal being of Time’s evolution; the 
apocalyptic mind embodied as a vampire ghost fading into nirvanic 
nothingness. 

The Martian coolly regarded the man. This New Man, who 
had stepped outside of Time and History and, simply by being, had 
redeemed all that had been lost during Eternity’s ingression into 
History, both on Earth and Mars. 

The man lifted his arms and was gone. 

The Martian could not feel joy. Instead, it cried out. Its 
ululation joined with the howl of the gale and was lost to memory. 
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December 2012, thousands of small asteroids struck the Earth’. 


destroying nearly every major city and military base on the 
planet in minutes. 


From orbit, invisible beams of energy tore through the 
Earth’s atmosphere annihilating nuclear missile and power 
sites, chemical, weapon, and industrial factories. Any region 
of dense human activity that hadn’t already been destroyed 
was targeted. 


The orbital assault lasted just under two hours. Then the 
Martians came. 


They were counting on absolute, overwhelming force. Either 
they took the Earth, or extinction took them. 
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